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“I  would  rather  be  well  versed  about  myself  than  about  Cicero.  In 
the  experience  I  have  of  myself  I  find  enough  to  make  me  wise  if  I 
were  a  good  scholar.” 

— Michel  de  Montaigne,  “Of  Experience,”  1588 

“It  is  a  hard  and  nice  subject  for  a  man  to  write  of  himself,  it  grates 
his  own  heart  to  say  anything  of  disparagement,  and  the  reader’s  ears 
to  hear  anything  of  praise  from  him.” 

— Abraham  Cowley,  “Of  Myself,”  1668 

“The  three  essentials  for  an  autobiography  are  that  its  compiler 
shall  have  had  an  eccentric  father,  a  miserable,  misunderstood 
childhood,  and  a  hell  of  a  time  at  his  public  school,  and  I  enjoyed 
none  of  these  advantages.  My  father  was  as  normal  as  rice  pudding, 
my  childhood  went  like  a  breeze  from  start  to  finish,  with  everybody  I 
met  understanding  me  perfectly,  while  as  for  my  schooldays  at 
Dulwich  they  were  just  six  years  of  unbroken  bliss.  It  would  be 
laughable  for  me  to  attempt  a  formal  autobiography.  I  have  not  got 
the  material.” 

— P.  G.  WODEHOUSE,  Over  Seventy:  An  Autobiography  with 
Digressions,  1957 
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Introduction 


c$o 


This  compendium  of  autobiographical  and  memoir  writing  is  meant  for 
general  reading,  as  a  kind  of  sampler  of  some  of  the  great  personal  prose 
already  in  existence.  No  new  works  have  been  commissioned  for  it,  as 
there  was  such  a  wealth  of  material  to  draw  upon.  By  including  the 
many  voices  and  diverse  styles  of  authors  from  every  age,  it  is  hoped 
that  this  book  will  open  up  the  breathtaking  variety  of  the  genre  to 
curious  readers. 

As  with  any  compendium,  anthology  or  miscellany,  there  are  many 
ways  that  the  material  can  be  arranged.  Early  on  in  the  project,  I 
decided  that  it  seemed  to  make  the  most  poetic  sense  to  order  the 
entries  by  the  period  of  life  they  described,  following  the  course  of  a  life¬ 
time.  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing  begins  with  earliest  memories  of 
childhood  and  moves  age  by  age,  phase  by  phase,  through  the  span  of 
years,  encompassing  adolescence,  midlife  and  old  age.  The  first  entry  is 
from  St.  Augustine,  reflecting  on  his  infancy;  the  last  is  by  the  English 
archaeologist  Margaret  Murray,  who  wrote  her  autobiography  when  she 
was  one  hundred  years  old.  Writers  on  childhood  describe  early  intima¬ 
tions  of  consciousness  and  heartbreaking  losses  of  innocence;  the  writ¬ 
ers  on  adolescence  recount  their  first  sexual  stirrings  and  struggles  with 
self-definition;  in  middle  age,  there  are  deaths  and  births  to  contend 
with,  and  all  the  many  muddling  challenges  of  adulthood;  and  while  old 
age  brings  a  diminishing  of  physical  capabilities,  it  also  lends  a  vital  clar¬ 
ity  of  perception  as  the  end  comes  into  sight. 

The  present  arrangement  came  closest,  I  felt,  to  how  a  reader  might 
approach  a  single  autobiography  or  memoir,  tracing  the  movement  of 
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narrative  through  the  life  of  another,  instinctively  drawing  the  lines  of 
connection  and  contrast  between  one’s  own  experiences  and  the 
author’s.  Readers  have  often  interpreted  the  experiences  of  a  single  life¬ 
time  as  representative  of  the  experiences  of  many — here,  by  way  of 
reversal,  the  experiences  of  many  are  used  to  stand  in  for  a  single  life¬ 
time.  Such  an  arrangement  corresponds  most  closely,  I  hope,  to  the 
spirit  of  the  genre,  which  has  to  do  with  individual  existence  as  it  is  per¬ 
ceived  by  that  individual,  the  capturing  of  memories,  the  transmutation 
of  the  past  onto  the  page. 

Although  the  entries  could  have  been  placed  next  to  one  another 
in  historical  and  chronological  order,  beginning  with  the  ancients  like 
St.  Augustine  and  finishing  up  with  moderns  such  as  Mary  Karr,  I  was 
not  convinced  that  this  would  be  as  inviting  or  helpful  to  the  reader. 
With  all  the  early  authors  clustered  together  at  the  beginning  and  the 
more  recent  ones  together  at  the  end,  contemporary  writing  would 
have  to  provide  a  grand  culmination  of  seventeen  centuries  of  human 
experience,  and  I  am  not  certain  it  does.  Also,  by  ordering  the  mate¬ 
rial  as  a  historical  survey  in  this  way,  it  would  have  left  giant  gaps  that 
I  would  have  felt  obliged  to  fill,  even  if  the  writing  itself  was  not  com¬ 
pletely  compelling.  (Instead,  I  hope  the  brief  historical  survey  in  this 
introduction  will  suffice  to  give  readers  enough  of  a  sense  of  the  devel¬ 
opment  of  the  genre.)  Equally,  arranging  the  entries  according  to 
style,  theme,  or  sub-genre  would  have  seemed  more  of  an  artifice. 

The  great  pleasure  of  ordering  by  phase  of  life,  at  least  for  its  editor, 
has  been  the  degree  of  randomness  and  unexpectedness  it  allows,  the 
opportunity  for  odd  contrasts  and  inadvertent  echoes.  It  has  meant 
that  film  stars  can  keep  company  on  the  same  page  with  Roman 
emperors,  factory  workers  with  aristocrats,  and  mystics  with  modem 
secularists.  The  160-odd  authors  included  here  come  from  manifold 
backgrounds,  ethnicities,  and  belief  systems.  Such  a  loose  and  univer¬ 
sally  identifiable  structure  ultimately  seemed  the  right  arrangement  for 
this  most  democratic  of  genres. 

With  the  many  hundreds  of  autobiographies  and  memoirs  that 
have  appeared  in  our  bookshops  over  the  past  decade — by  authors 
from  every  walk  of  life  and  sort  of  lifestyle — it  is  easy  to  forget  that  the 
genre  has  an  extremely  long  and  fascinating  history.  Taken  in  the 
broadest  sense  of  the  word — to  mean  a  non-fiction  account  of  a  life 
written  by  the  person  it  describes — personal  writing  is  extremely 
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ancient,  getting  a  head  start  on  the  novel  by  many  centuries.  The 
word  “memoir” — from  the  French  word  for  memory — made  its  first 
appearance  in  the  English  language  in  the  sixteenth  century.  The 
word  “autobiography”  was  not  coined  until  1797,  and  represents  an 
amalgam  of  the  Greek  roots  for  “self,”  ‘“life,”  and  “writing.”  Today,  the 
usual  way  of  distinguishing  between  autobiographies  and  memoirs — 
and  the  distinction  is  slippery — is  that  an  autobiography  is  the  whole 
of  a  life,  whereas  memoirs  relate  to  a  portion  of  a  life,  or  particular 
group  of  people  and  events. 

What  is  clear  is  that  the  act  of  writing  one’s  life  story  is  a  much 
older  phenomenon  than  the  terms  we  now  use  to  describe  it.  At 
almost  every  point  in  the  history  of  literature  there  have  been  those 
who  have  written  about  their  own  experiences  in  the  hope  that  they 
could  benefit  either  themselves  or  their  readers.  Equally,  there  have 
always  been  those  who  derive  especial  pleasure  from  reading  autobi¬ 
ographies  and  memoirs.  There  is  something  eternally  seductive  about 
a  book  that  invites  you  to  eavesdrop  on  an  intimate  universe. 

That  authors  of  autobiographical  works  should  provide  readers  with 
revealing  information  is  immediately  suggested  in  the  title  of  what  is 
often  described  as  the  first  full-length  “autobiography”  ever  written:  The 
Confessions  of  St.  Augustine.  The  book  was  produced  between  397  and 
400,  in  Roman  North  Africa,  by  the  newly  consecrated  Bishop  of 
Hippo,  Aurelius  Augustinus,  later  known  as  St.  Augustine.  The 
Confessions  forms  an  extended  prayer  of  praise  as  well  as  a  plea  for  mercy 
and  forgiveness,  addressed  directly  to  God.  But  woven  into  all  the  pray¬ 
ing  and  pleading  is  a  very  compelling  story  of  sinfulness.  There  are  long 
and  vivid  portrayals  of  Augustine’s  youthful  misdemeanors — stealing 
pears  from  orchards,  giving  in  to  pre-marital  carnal  cravings,  cheering 
on  the  barbaric  games  at  the  Coliseum  and  generally  pursuing  the 
empty  goals  and  hedonistic  urges  of  a  Roman  pagan.  Eventually,  at  the 
age  of  thirty-two,  Augustine  converts  to  Christianity — the  great  turn¬ 
ing-point  in  his  life — and  in  the  narrative  from  here  on,  he  devotes 
himself  to  musing  on  religious  matters.  At  this  point,  less  theologically 
minded  readers  can  lose  a  certain  amount  of  interest. 

As  much  as  The  Confessions  remains  one  of  the  most  influential 
books  in  the  Christian  canon,  critical  in  the  establishment  of  the 
Catholic  Church  where  confession  became  a  central  tenet,  it  has  also 
had  an  enduring  influence  on  personal  writing.  St.  Augustine’s  story, 
reduced  to  its  essential  components,  will  sound  all  too  familiar  to 
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modem  readers:  from  difficult  beginnings  the  author  confronts  vari¬ 
ous  obstacles  and  challenges,  followed  by  a  gradual  realization  of  the 
need  for  change,  culminating  in  a  turning-point  that  allows  him  to 
be  liberated  from  his  past  problems  and  to  move  forward  in  a  new 
spirit.  The  narratives  of  contemporary  memoirists  and  autobiogra¬ 
phers  might  not  necessarily  be  spiritual  in  nature,  but  even  so,  the  act 
of  making  sense  of  one’s  past  and  formative  experiences  through  writ¬ 
ing  owes  its  very  rhythms  to  Augustine’s  Confessions. 

Although  St.  Augustine  is  the  person  almost  always  cited  as  the 
originator  of  the  “autobiography” — and  certainly  he  is  the  first  to  write 
about  himself  at  such  length — there  were  certainly  those  who  came 
before  him.  In  the  writings  of  the  great  Greeks  and  Romans  there  was 
plenty  of  self-scrutinizing  to  provide  Augustine  with  precedents. 
Included  in  this  compendium,  by  way  of  example,  are  lines  from  The 
Meditations  of  Emperor  Marcus  Aurelius  Anthoninus  (167).  Marcus’s  jot¬ 
tings  were  a  very  private  exercise — he  dedicated  The  Meditations  “To 
himself’  and  never  intended  that  they  be  read  by  others.  Nonetheless, 
his  notebook — a  testing  ground  for  his  theories  on  life,  leadership,  phi¬ 
losophy,  good  citizenship,  and  how  to  live  well — has  survived,  offering 
us  insights  not  only  into  the  emperor’s  own  existence,  but  also  our  own 
(The  Meditations  has  been  described  as  an  ancient  self-help  manual  of 
sorts).  Although  it  would  be  another  two  centuries  before  St.  Augustine 
wrote  the  first  “true  autobiography,”  Marcus,  along  with  other  leaders 
and  philosophers  of  antiquity,  had  already  shown  that  a  written  record 
of  an  individual’s  struggles  could  prove  illuminating  to  many. 

After  Augustine,  Western  personal  writing  continued  in  a  spiritual 
vein.  Throughout  the  Middle  Ages,  a  time  when  the  Church  was  at 
the  very  center  of  both  private  and  public  life,  personal  accounts  were 
written  by  those  who  defined  themselves  almost  completely  in  terms 
of  their  relationship  to  God.  In  early  fifteenth-century  England, 
Margery  Kempe  wrote  what  is  generally  considered  the  first  “autobi¬ 
ography”  in  the  English  language.  Although  Kempe ’s  narrative  is  con¬ 
cerned  for  the  most  part  with  her  spiritual  struggles,  The  Book  of 
Margery  Kempe  (1436-1438)  is  also  rich  in  domestic  details.  Kempe 
was  a  mystic  who  began  to  have  powerful  religious  visions  after  her 
first  child  was  bom  and  eventually  left  her  husband  and  home  to 
become  a  pilgrim,  but  she  was  also  a  wife  who  squabbles  with  her 
spouse,  returns  from  her  pilgrimages  to  nurse  him  when  he  falls  ill  and 
grumbles  about  having  to  change  his  underwear. 
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For  examples  of  early  personal  writing  of  a  more  secular  nature  it  is 
possible  to  look  to  medieval  Japan,  where  from  the  eighth  to 
eleventh  centuries,  in  the  courts  of  the  Heian  emperors,  prominent 
courtiers  were  keeping  memoir-notebooks  that  they  would  present 
as  gifts  to  their  masters  and  mistresses.  Those  notebooks  that  sur¬ 
vived  provide  us  with  startlingly  intimate  accounts  of  lives  and 
times.  The  best  known  of  these,  The  Pillow  Book  of  Sei  Shynagon 
(written  between  994  and  1000  or  thereabouts),  is  a  particularly 
audacious  and  gossipy  account  of  a  long-vanished  world. 
Shynagon,  an  attendant  to  the  Empress  Sadako  Teshi,  describes  in 
delightful  detail  the  infighting  and  intrigue  of  the  court,  and  lists 
at  length  her  very  particular  likes  and  dislikes.  Much  of  Shynagon’s 
writing  reads  as  if  it  had  been  put  on  the  page  just  yesterday,  not 
eleven  centuries  ago. 

For  St.  Augustine,  as  for  Kempe,  the  impetus  to  write  a  life  story 
stemmed  from  needing  to  declare  one’s  piety.  During  the  period  of  the 
European  Renaissance,  writers  of  poems,  plays,  and  prose  in  general 
began  to  place  a  greater  store  by  the  earthier  and  more  individualistic 
possibilities  of  human  experience.  In  sixteenth-century  Italy,  both  the 
scientist  Girolamo  Cardano  and  the  sculptor  Benvenuto  Cellini  wrote 
frank  personal  accounts  that  mark  a  quantum  leap  from  the  spiritual 
narratives  of  their  predecessors.  Although  Cardano’s  life  story  was  not 
published  until  the  seventeenth  century  and  Cellini’s  not  until  the 
eighteenth,  both  books  demonstrate  the  widening  world  view  from 
within  which  these  Renaissance  men  thought  and  operated.  Cellini’s 
My  Life,  which  he  began  writing  in  1558,  is  best  remembered  as  a  rip¬ 
roaring  tale  of  a  philanderer,  a  murderer,  and  an  egotist,  even  if  the 
book  does  include  a  description  of  the  author’s  mid-life  religious  con¬ 
version.  Cardano  was  an  accomplished  astronomer,  mathematician, 
physicist,  and  philosopher,  and  The  Book  of  My  Life,  written  in  1576, 
reveals  the  many  facets  of  his  person,  his  life  experiences  and  learn¬ 
ing,  right  down  to  the  exact  details  of  his  physiognomy. 

In  this  time  of  rebirth  and  rediscovery,  writers  and  thinkers  were 
looking  beyond  the  Middle  Ages  to  the  works  of  classical  antiquity  for 
their  models.  In  1572,  from  the  seclusion  of  his  chateau  in  the  French 
countryside,  the  Renaissance  writer  Michel  de  Montaigne  began  to 
compose  his  famous  Essays,  embarking  on  them  as  exercises  in  moral 
argument  in  the  classical  manner.  Montaigne  would  take  a  subject  and 
set  out  to  expound  on  it,  but  he  almost  immediately  strayed  from  the 
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point,  and  the  essays  record  the  meandering  of  his  thoughts  as  much 
as  they  do  any  coherent  argument.  Readers  of  Montaigne  will  learn 
about  all  sorts  of  intimate  subjects — the  author’s  dietary  preferences 
and  his  physical  ailments,  for  instance — before  they  gain  any  idea  of 
his  political  and  moral  positions.  Of  all  the  great  Renaissance  writers, 
Montaigne  is  the  one  who  lastingly  demonstrated  that  a  personal 
record  could  serve  as  a  record  for  all — “Every  man  has  within  himself 
the  entire  human  condition,”  he  wrote.  He  is  truly  the  first  writer  to 
reveal  the  workings  of  his  thoughts  so  extensively,  allowing  the  reader 
to  overhear  his  inner  dialogue,  laying  bare  the  kind  of  conversations 
that  had  previously  only  taken  place  between  two  ears. 

A  flourishing  of  the  essay  form  would  also  take  place  in  England  in 
the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries.  In  1668  the  English  poet 
Abraham  Cowley  produced  one  of  the  earliest  of  short  personal  pieces 
in  English.  Called  “Of  Myself,”  it  begins  with  a  dilemma  that  will 
haunt  many  a  memoirist  in  the  future — how  to  write  about  oneself 
without  either  resorting  to  excessive  self-deprecation  or  seeming  too 
vain:  “It  is  a  hard  and  nice  subject  for  a  man  to  write  of  himself;  it 
grates  his  own  heart  to  say  anything  of  disparagement,  and  the  reader’s 
ears  to  hear  anything  of  praise  from  him  .  .  .” 

The  early  eighteenth  century  saw  the  rise  of  a  phenomenon  that  had 
a  lasting  effect  on  personal  prose  writing  in  English — namely  the  novel. 
But  initially,  it  was  personal  writing  itself  that  affected  the  novel.  Many 
of  the  earliest  writers  of  fiction  would  cast  their  narratives  as  “true  sto¬ 
ries”  rather  than  inventions,  in  the  hope  that  their  readership  would 
take  them  more  seriously.  The  first  novel  in  English,  Robinson  Crusoe  by 
Daniel  Defoe,  was  originally  published  anonymously  under  the  title  The 
Life  and  Strange  and  Surprising  Adventures  of  Robinson  Crusoe,  told  by  him - 
self  (1719).  Defoe  drew  on  actual  accounts  by  mariners  and  castaways  to 
create  what  is,  in  effect,  not  only  the  first  novel  but  also  the  first  fabri¬ 
cated  autobiography — readers  were  actually  meant  to  think  that  the 
protagonist  was  the  book’s  author  as  well  as  its  narrator.  The  titles  of  so 
many  of  the  novels  that  followed  tended  to  convey  the  impression  that 
the  subject  matter  was  a  self-penned  portrait  of  the  hero  or  heroine:  The 
Fortunes  and  Misfortunes  of  the  Famous  Moll  Flanders  (1722),  The  History 
of  Tom  Jones,  A  Foundling  (1749),  The  Life  and  Opinions  of  Tristram 
Shandy  (1759-1767),  to  name  but  three. 

Just  as  novelists  were  inspired  by  authors  of  true  accounts,  these 
same  novelists  began  to  provide  inspiration  to  contemporary  mem- 
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oirists.  In  eighteenth-century  England,  scandalous  true  stories  penned 
by  “fallen”  women  began  to  appear,  with  heroines  that  were  every  bit 
as  intriguing  as  Defoe’s  Moll.  The  actress  Charlotte  Charke  published 
her  life  story — A  Narrative  of  the  Life  of  Mrs  Charlotte  Charke  (1755) — 
in  which  she  described  her  adventures  and  misadventures.  Forced  to 
carve  out  a  career  for  herself  as  a  businesswoman  and  travelling  player, 
after  her  powerful  actor-manager  father  disowned  her,  Charke  relates 
how  she  suffered  one  round  of  bad  luck  after  another.  Even  her  hopes 
of  making  her  fortune  from  writing  her  memoirs  were  thwarted,  and 
she  died  soon  after  their  completion,  quite  penniless.  Charke ’s  father, 
Colley  Cibber,  had  already  produced  one  of  the  earliest  actor  mem¬ 
oirs,  An  Apology  for  the  Life  of  Mr  Colley  Cibber,  written  by  himself,  in 
1740.  His  rambling  account  of  his  life  mostly  serves  to  promote  the 
author  as  the  greatest  actor- manager  of  his  times,  but  Cibber  also  pro¬ 
vides  a  fascinating  insight  into  London’s  burgeoning  theatrical  world 
in  the  period  after  the  Restoration.  The  first  courtesan  memoir 
appeared  as  early  as  1748  and  although  one  such  book,  Harriette 
Wilson’s  Memoirs,  excerpted  in  this  compendium,  was  not  published 
until  1825,  it  was  very  much  a  product  of  this  age  of  glamorous  adven¬ 
turesses  pleading  their  virtue  despite  all  evidence  to  the  contrary. 

Arguably  the  most  important  autobiography  of  the  eighteenth 
century,  however,  was  published  in  France  between  1782  and  1789.  It 
was  the  French  philosopher  Jean -Jacques  Rousseau’s  The  Confessions, 
and  although  it  shares  a  name  with  St.  Augustine’s  book,  it  was  writ¬ 
ten  in  direct  opposition  to  the  saint’s  insistence  on  subservience  to  a 
higher  power.  From  first  sentence  to  last,  Rousseau  took  as  his  subject 
himself — his  emotions,  his  sensibilities  and  even  his  sexuality — and 
he  did  so  in  terms  that  were  purely  secular,  without  any  sense  of  def¬ 
erence  to  God.  As  another  autobiographer,  the  Irish  writer  Oscar 
Wilde,  later  wrote  in  his  essay  “The  Critic  as  Artist”  (1891),  Rousseau 
confessed  his  sins  “not  to  a  priest,  but  to  the  world.” 

The  book  includes  Rousseau’s  famous  opening  declaration  of  his 
intention  to  depict  himself  and  none  other:  “My  purpose  is  to  display 
to  my  kind  a  portrait  in  every  way  true  to  nature,  and  the  man  I  shall 
portray  will  be  myself.”  Throughout,  Rousseau  places  his  emphasis  on 
the  emotions  and  the  imagination  above  any  other  qualities,  directly 
anticipating  and  inspiring  the  Romantics  who  follow  him  and,  by 
extension,  the  self-obsessions  of  our  own  era.  Just  as  Rousseau  used  his 
novels  and  philosophical  writings  to  promote  his  point  of  view,  The 


8  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

Confessions  is  a  profound  political  statement.  To  follow  the  dictates  of 
personal  experience  rather  than  any  external  edict — either  from  God, 
the  Church,  the  King,  or  one’s  aristocratic  superiors — is  a  radical 
directive.  In  The  Confessions  we  witness  nothing  less  than  the  emer¬ 
gence  of  the  modem  democratic  sense  of  self. 

Across  the  Atlantic,  in  the  new  colonies  of  America,  the  act  of 
telling  one’s  life  story  served  an  important  if  more  religious  purpose.  For 
the  seventeenth-  and  eighteenth-century  settlers,  many  of  whom  were 
escaping  persecution  in  the  Old  World,  recounting  the  story  of  your  spir¬ 
itual  conversion  in  front  of  other  church  members  was  necessary  before 
becoming  fully  accepted  into  your  community.  This  tradition  of  testify¬ 
ing  in  public  was  later  translated  into  written  form.  In  his  “Personal 
Narrative”  (written  sometime  after  1739),  the  Puritan  preacher 
Jonathan  Edwards  demonstrated  the  kind  of  deeply  felt  religious  devo¬ 
tion  he  expected  from  the  members  of  his  congregation.  Although  in 
most  churches  testifying  was  usually  left  to  men,  the  Quaker  preacher 
Elizabeth  Ashbridge  is  one  woman  who  produced  a  written  life  story. 
Some  Account  of  the  Fore -part  of  the  Life  of  Elizabeth  Ashbridge  (written  in 
1746)  is  particularly  beguiling  for  its  personal  incident  and  detail. 

After  the  colonies  declared  their  independence  from  Britain  in 
1776,  the  act  of  writing  about  one’s  life  took  on  a  further  resonance. 
A  new  democracy  cherishes,  and  depends  on,  the  vigor  of  its  mem¬ 
bers.  Writers  of  personal  histories  in  their  assertions  of  the  individual’s 
experience  played  a  prominent  role  in  establishing  the  American 
sense  of  self  and,  by  extension,  of  nationhood.  Benjamin  Franklin’s 
The  Autobiography — first  given  that  title  and  published  after  the 
founding  father’s  death  in  1790 — demonstrates  the  American  para¬ 
digm  of  the  self-made  man  par  excellence.  The  Autobiography  tells  the 
story  of  the  son  of  a  humble  soap-  and  candle-maker  who  ran  away 
from  home  at  the  age  of  seventeen  to  make  his  way  in  the  world, 
becoming  the  hugely  successful  and  distinguished  businessman,  scien¬ 
tist,  inventor,  founding  father,  and  statesman  of  legend.  His  memoirs, 
written  initially  as  a  letter  to  his  son,  were  deliberately  meant  to  pro¬ 
vide  an  example  to  young  American  males.  Through  his  own  story, 
Franklin  demonstrates  that  with  a  combination  of  hard  work,  rational 
thinking,  and  hearty  self-reliance,  any  man  can  make  something  of  his 
life.  It  is  possible  to  read  Franklin’s  autobiography  as  an  allegory  for 
the  story  of  a  nation  itself:  a  New  World  son  finding  his  feet  and  earn¬ 
ing  his  hard-won  independence  from  his  Old  World  father. 


Introduction  s»  9 


Equally,  for  early  African-American  writers,  the  autobiographical 
form  was  both  a  political  tool  and  means  of  self-definition.  From  the 
late  eighteenth  century  until  the  time  of  the  Civil  War,  narratives 
written  by  former  and  escaped  slaves  were  immensely  popular  with 
readers,  not  only  in  America  but  also  in  Europe.  These  narratives — 
hundreds  of  which  were  published  during  this  period — were  used  to 
promote  the  cause  of  the  abolitionists  who  were  instrumental  in  their 
sponsoring  and  distribution.  One  of  the  earliest  of  these,  The 
Interesting  Narrative  of  the  Life  ofOlaudah  Equiano,  or  Gustavus  Vassa, 
the  African,  written  by  himself  (1789),  had  its  first  printing  in  England 
where  its  author  had  settled  after  buying  his  freedom  from  his 
American  owner.  The  Interesting  Narrative  tells  Equiano ’s  story,  from 
his  boyhood  in  Nigeria  to  his  capture  by  British  slavers,  his  trans¬ 
portation  to  the  colonies,  and  his  subsequent  struggle  for  freedom  and 
betterment  through  education.  The  book  ran  into  eight  editions  over 
a  period  of  five  years  and  Equiano  became  something  of  a  celebrity, 
lecturing  all  around  Britain — an  early  instance  of  an  author  who 
achieves  fame  through  writing  his  memoirs. 

With  the  growing  popularity  of  memoir  writing  and  also  of  the 
novel  in  both  the  United  States  and  Europe  came  the  need  to  distin¬ 
guish  between  literary  forms  in  a  way  that  had  not  been  necessary 
before.  The  word  “biography”  first  appears  in  English  around  1800, 
and  “autobiography”  finally  comes  into  use  around  the  turn  of  the 
nineteenth  century.  The  coining  of  the  word  “autobiography”  is  often 
credited  to  the  English  poet  Robert  Southey  in  a  review  written  in 
1809,  and  it  would  be  gratifying  to  think  that  this  honor  belonged  to 
a  Romantic  who,  along  with  Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge  and  William 
Wordsworth,  was  so  concerned  with  matters  of  sensibility  and  per¬ 
sonal  experience.  But,  in  fact,  the  word  seems  to  have  appeared  twelve 
years  earlier,  in  1797,  in  a  review  of  the  English  critic  Isaac  D’Israeli’s 
Miscellanies,  or  Literary  Recreations  (1796).  The  reviewer,  “William 
Taylor  of  Norwich,”  discusses  Disraeli’s  use  of  the  term  “self-biogra¬ 
phy”  to  describe  the  act  of  writing  about  oneself.  Taylor,  evidently 
something  of  a  pedant,  points  out  that  self-biography  is  a  Saxon- 
Greek  hybrid,  and  Disraeli  may  have  been  better  off  using  the  all- 
Greek-rooted  word  autobiography.  Awto  for  “self,”  bios  for  “life”  and 
graphein  for  “to  write.” 

Nonetheless,  the  Romantics  were  bound  to  exploit  and  extend  the 
possibilities  of  personal  writing.  While  Wordsworth  was  exploring  his 
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childhood  and  formative  experiences  in  the  famous  autobiographical 
poem,  The  Prelude  (written  and  published  in  various  versions  between 
1799  and  1850),  his  fellow  Romantic,  the  Scotsman  Thomas  De 
Quincey,  was  creating  his  Confessions  of  an  English  Opium-Eater  (first 
published  in  1822).  This  autobiographical  work,  written  in  a  richly 
poetic  prose,  effectively  expanded  the  literary  prospects  of  the  form. 
At  the  time  of  completion,  the  author  reassured  readers  that  he  had 
shaken  off  his  addiction  to  opium,  a  habit  he  had  acquired  while  a  stu¬ 
dent  at  Oxford — making  Confessions  of  an  English  Opium-Eater  one  of 
the  earliest  of  “drug  recovery”  memoirs,  now  so  familiar  to  modem 
readers.  Prior  to  his  death  in  1856,  it  should  be  noted,  De  Quincey 
published  a  revised  version  of  the  Confessions,  in  which  he  admitted 
that  he  had  repeatedly  fallen  back  into  addiction  in  later  life. 

Many  nineteenth-century  autobiographers  maintained  a  much 
stiffer  upper  lip  than  De  Quincey.  At  the  request  of  his  biographer, 
Charles  Dickens  began  to  write  the  story  of  his  childhood  in  1847,  but 
became  too  distraught  to  continue.  The  pain  of  recollecting  his  fam¬ 
ily’s  descent  into  debt  and  his  time  working  as  a  child  laborer  in  a 
London  factory  was  too  unsettling  for  the  famous  author  and  instead 
he  took  the  material  and  turned  it  into  his  most  autobiographical 
novel,  David  Copperfield  (1849).  Dickens’s  fragment  of  autobiography 
was  never  published  in  his  lifetime,  and  the  harsh  circumstances  of  his 
childhood  were  only  revealed  after  his  death  when  John  Forster  pub¬ 
lished  his  biography  of  the  great  writer,  The  Life  of  Charles  Dickens 
(1872),  in  which  the  fragment  was  included.  Later  in  the  century 
another  novelist,  Anthony  Trollope,  informed  readers  that  he  had  no 
intention  of  offering  any  insight  into  his  “inner  life”  in  An 
Autobiography,  published  posthumously,  in  1883,  at  the  author’s 
request.  “If  the  rustle  of  a  woman’s  petticoat  has  ever  stirred  my  blood, 
if  a  cup  of  wine  has  been  a  joy  to  me,  if  I  have  thought  tobacco  at  mid¬ 
night  in  pleasant  company  to  be  one  of  the  elements  of  an  earthly  par¬ 
adise,  if  now  and  again  I  have  somewhat  recklessly  fluttered  a  £5  note 
over  a  card  table,  of  what  matter  is  that  to  any  reader?”  he  asked. 

Such  dignified  reticence  would  soon  seem  antiquated.  At  the  turn 
of  the  twentieth  century,  the  Austrian  psychoanalyst  Sigmund  Freud 
published  The  Interpretation  of  Dreams  (1900),  in  which  he  described 
the  role  of  the  subconscious  in  determining  human  behavior.  By  put¬ 
ting  his  patients  on  the  couch  and  asking  them  to  reveal  the  details  of 
their  dreams  and  memories,  and  by  writing  about  his  own  dream-life, 
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Freud  effectively  transformed  the  art  of  autobiography  into  a  science. 
Much  of  twentieth-century  autobiographical  writing,  in  a  certain 
sense,  has  to  do  with  transforming  that  science  back  into  art  and 
Freud’s  tremendous  influence  on  the  form  endures  to  the  present  day. 

In  1913,  the  American  novelist  Henry  James,  produced  what 
must  be  described  as  one  of  the  first  modernist  memoirs:  A  Small  Boy 
and  Others.  Although  the  work  began  as  a  portrait  of  his  brother,  the 
philosopher  William  James,  A  Small  Boy  and  Others  quickly  devel¬ 
oped  beyond  its  author’s  original  intentions.  What  James  eventually 
created  was  a  book  that  is  as  much  an  attempt  to  render  “tiny  parti¬ 
cles  of  history”  in  prose — evoking  the  flow  of  consciousness  itself  and 
even  James’s  dream  life — as  it  is  a  recounting  of  people  and  events. 
The  same  year,  the  French  novelist  Marcel  Proust  published  the  first 
volume  of  Remembrance  of  Times  Past.  Soon  afterward  A  Portrait  of  the 
Artist  As  A  Young  Man  (1914-1915),  by  the  Irish  writer  James  Joyce, 
appeared.  Although  both  Proust  and  Joyce  were  writing  fiction,  their 
concerns  were  identical  to  James’s — the  recapturing  of  the  past  on 
the  page,  with  how  the  substance  of  memory  can  be  made  into  art. 
James  continued  his  own  experiments  in  two  further  volumes  of 
memoirs,  the  third  left  unfinished  at  the  time  of  his  death  in  1916. 

Throughout  the  1920s  and  1930s  literary  writers,  in  general,  con¬ 
tinued  to  move  beyond  the  limits  of  convention  in  order  to  explore 
the  ways  in  which  past  experiences  shape  us  and  can,  in  turn,  be 
reshaped  through  writing.  The  American  writer  Gertrude  Stein  pro¬ 
duced  a  book  that  remains  the  most  inventive  of  autobiographies,  The 
Autobiography  of  Alice  B.  Toklas  (1933),  a  version  of  Stein’s  life  writ¬ 
ten  as  if  by  her  partner,  Toklas.  The  English  writer  Virginia  Woolf  and 
the  Irish  poet  W.  B.  Yeats  both  left  behind  experimental,  fragmentary 
autobiographies,  careful  to  question  their  own  versions  of  events, 
acknowledging  memory  and  experience  as  shifting,  variable,  diffuse. 

Yet  during  this  same  period,  the  First  and  then  the  Second  World 
Wars  necessitated  and  reinforced  the  power  of  testimonial,  of  the  eye¬ 
witness  account  and  the  binding  of  a  writer’s  word  to  an  experience. 
In  the  English  poet  Robert  Graves’  Good-bye  to  All  That  (1929),  with 
its  vivid  descriptions  of  trench  life,  the  poet  made  his  “bitter  leave- 
taking”  of  England  and  expressed  his  outrage  at  the  hypocrisy  of  his 
elders  and  officers.  The  English  pacifist  and  writer  Vera  Brittain  wrote 
her  Testament  of  Youth  (1933)  about  her  own  experience  of  the  First 
World  War,  precisely  so  that  there  would  be  a  woman’s  record  to  stand 
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alongside  those  of  Graves  and  his  comrades.  Autobiography  had 
become  a  means  of  exorcising  atrocity,  of  helping  to  inspire  moral  out¬ 
rage  in  the  hope  that  such  horrors  would  never  be  allowed  to  occur 
again.  Some  of  the  most  powerful  of  wartime  testimonials  appeared 
after  the  Second  World  War,  written  by  Holocaust  survivors.  The  ear¬ 
liest  of  these  are  also  the  most  extraordinary.  If  This  is  A  Man  (1947), 
by  the  Italian  chemist  and  author  Primo  Levi,  was  written  immedi¬ 
ately  after  his  release  from  Auschwitz  in  1945.  The  Romanian-born 
writer  Elie  Wiesel’s  Night  appeared  in  1958 — the  author  had  vowed  to 
wait  ten  years  until  he  wrote  about  what  he  had  witnessed  in  the 
death  camps.  That  these  experiences  were  conveyed  as  non-fiction 
was  essential:  Levi  and  Wiesel  were  rightly  concerned  that  the  Nazi 
abominations  might  fail  to  be  believed. 

For  authors  displaced  by  the  wars  and  revolutions  of  the  twentieth 
century,  the  writing  of  one’s  life  became  a  means  of  salvaging  and  pre¬ 
serving  the  past.  In  Speak,  Memory:  An  Autobiography  Revisited 
(1966),  the  Russian  emigre  writer  Vladimir  Nabokov  meticulously  re¬ 
created  the  St.  Petersburg  of  his  childhood  and  the  early  experiences 
of  his  European  exile.  Nabokov  asserted  that  the  tracing  of  “thematic 
designs”  should  be  the  “true  purpose  of  autobiography.”  Indeed,  Speak, 
Memory  elevated  autobiographical  writing  to  the  level  of  great  litera¬ 
ture,  where  image,  metaphor,  verbal  playfulness  and  veracity  of 
description  take  precedence  over  the  traditional  autobiography  of 
chronology,  turning-point  and  example.  But  Nabokov’s  concerns  were 
not  only  aesthetic — Speak,  Memory  is  also  a  vital  investigation  into 
the  nature  of  self.  “The  individual  mystery  remains  to  tantalize  the 
memoirist,”  Nabokov  writes.  “Neither  in  environment  nor  in  hered¬ 
ity  can  I  find  the  exact  instrument  that  fashioned  me,  the  anonymous 
roller  that  pressed  upon  my  life  a  certain  intricate  watermark  whose 
unique  design  becomes  visible  when  the  lamp  of  art  is  made  to  shine 
through  life’s  foolscap.” 

As  the  century  progressed,  modem  autobiographers  began  to  deal 
with  hitherto  taboo  subjects,  both  responding  to  a  new  climate  of  per¬ 
missiveness  and  also  helping  to  inform  that  climate.  Writers  in  all 
genres  started  to  tackle  subjects  that  were  formerly  subject  to  censor¬ 
ship.  The  legalization  of  homosexuality  in  Britain  in  1967  allowed  for 
authors  like  Quentin  Crisp  and  J.  R.  Acker  ley  to  write  candid  mem¬ 
oirs  that  would  have  been  punishable  the  year  before — Crisp’s  The 
Naked  Civil  Servant  and  Ackerley’s  My  Father  and  Myself  both 
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appeared  in  1968.  Although  the  genre  has  always  been  remarkably 
open  to  writers  of  all  backgrounds,  the  breaking  down  of  class  barriers 
and  social  prejudices  in  recent  times  has  further  widened  the  diversity. 

Increasingly,  autobiographers  have  explored  and  revealed  the  most 
intimate  and  difficult  aspects  of  human  experience,  helping  to  erode 
the  boundary  between  public  and  private  lives  that  has  almost  van¬ 
ished  in  present-day  culture.  Memoirs  about  traumatic  childhoods,  of 
recovery  from  addiction,  and  of  mental  and  physical  illness  have 
become  immensely  popular,  creating  genres  within  the  genre.  These 
sub-genres  are  often  assumed  to  be  a  recent  phenomenon,  an  indica¬ 
tion  of  how  deeply  the  language  and  techniques  of  therapy  have  per¬ 
vaded  the  culture.  In  fact,  most  have  their  precedents.  When  the 
American  author  William  Styron  wrote  Darkness  Visible  (1990)  about 
his  depression,  he  followed  in  the  path  of  the  nineteenth-century 
English  poet  William  Cowper,  who  produced  one  of  the  earliest 
accounts  of  mental  illness:  Memoir  of  the  Early  Life  of  William  Cowper 
Esq.,  written  by  himself  (1816).  Dickens’s  description  of  his  factory 
work  as  a  boy  prefigures  a  score  of  memoirs  written  by  those  who  have 
suffered  through  impoverished  childhoods.  De  Quincey’s  struggles 
with  opium  addiction  came  long  before  more  recent  tales  of  substance 
abuse.  Courtesan  memoirs  by  Harriette  Wilson  and  others  predate  the 
modem  kiss  and  tell. 

Inevitably,  in  these  times  of  fascination  with  celebrity  and  mass 
media,  the  memoirs  of  prominent  figures — film  stars,  actors,  politi¬ 
cians,  musicians,  activists  and  artists — have  become  fixtures  on  best¬ 
seller  lists.  Often  authored  with  the  help  of  a  professional  writer,  the 
celebrity  memoir  has  proved  itself  to  be  one  of  the  only  sure-fire  ways 
to  guarantee  a  best-seller  in  the  unpredictable  business  of  publishing. 
The  authenticity  of  these  accounts  can  vary  from  book  to  book.  The 
journalist  Alex  Haley  assured  readers  that  the  civil  rights  leader 
Malcolm  X  approved  every  single  word  of  the  co-written  The 
Autobiography  of  Malcolm  X  (published  immediately  following 
Malcolm’s  assassination  in  1965).  The  African-American  jazz  singer 
Billie  Holiday,  on  the  other  hand,  claimed  never  to  have  read  her 
autobiography  Lady  Sings  the  Blues  (1956),  written  with  the  journalist 
William  Dufty.  She  never  liked  the  title,  pointing  out  to  her  publish¬ 
ers  that  she  sang  jazz,  not  blues.  Certainly,  the  life  stories  of  both 
Malcolm  X  and  Holiday  follow  a  pattern  that  has  become  deeply 
embedded  in  popular  culture — the  sharing  of  private  troubles  in  pub- 
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lie.  It  seems  that  the  more  a  famous  person  has  struggled  and  suffered, 
and  transcended  his  or  her  difficult  beginnings,  the  more  likely  their 
story  is  to  feel  relevant  to  readers. 

Just  as  the  already  famous  have  written  their  life  stories,  so  there 
have  been  many  instances  of  writers  who  have  become  famous  through 
their  memoirs.  In  the  second  volume  of  her  autobiography,  Almost 
There:  The  Onward  Journey  of  a  Dublin  Woman  (2003),  the  Irish  jour¬ 
nalist  Nuala  O’Faolain  writes  about  this  phenomenon,  how  her  life 
changed  in  extraordinary  ways  after  the  publication  of  her  first  book, 
Are  You  Somebody  ?:  The  Accidental  Memoir  of  a  Dublin  Woman  (1998). 
By  writing  about  her  problematic  childhood  and  youth,  and  about 
being  a  single  and  childless  woman  in  her  fifties  in  her  first  book, 
O’Faolain  became  a  best-selling  author  of  means.  As  she  described  in 
her  second  book,  for  O’Faolain,  the  act  of  putting  words  on  the  page, 
of  making  remembered  experience  become  fixed  and  coherent — and 
then  of  having  to  read  those  words  at  book  signings  and  radio  appear¬ 
ances — brought  her  nearer  to  a  reconciliation  with  her  past  and  pres¬ 
ent  circumstances  than  she  feels  would  have  been  otherwise  possible. 
The  publication  of  an  autobiography  becomes  a  turning-point  in  a 
life,  a  point  of  transformation,  bringing  a  new  sense  of  usefulness, 
community,  and  comfort.  Salvation,  it  seems,  can  still  be  brought 
about  through  confession — a  notion  with  which  St.  Augustine  would 
be  familiar. 

In  many  cases  a  certain  knowing  tone  has  entered  the  writings  of 
modern-day  autobiographers.  Authors  often  feel  it  necessary  to  make 
their  apologies  before  embarking  on  writing  about  themselves,  sensing, 
possibly,  the  risk  of  appearing  to  be  narcissistic — of  speaking  about  per¬ 
sonal  matters  that  should  probably  better  be  kept  to  themselves.  The 
charge  of  egotism  can  be  justified  and  many  writers  prefer  to  anticipate 
it.  Most  recently,  in  the  American  writer  Dave  Eggers’s  A  Heartbreaking 
Work  of  Staggering  Genius:  A  Memoir  Based  on  a  True  Story  (2000),  the 
author  forewarned  his  readers  that  if  they  were  perturbed  by  the  fact  he 
had  written  a  memoir  “. . .  you  are  invited  to  do  what  the  author  should 
have  done,  and  what  authors  and  readers  have  been  doing  since  the 
beginning  of  time:  PRETEND  IT’S  FICTION.”  Again,  such  ambiva¬ 
lence  about  how  the  reader  will  react  is  not  a  wholly  recent  phenome¬ 
non.  As  the  Scottish  philosopher  David  Hume  pointed  out  in  his 
deathbed  memoir  of  1776:  “It  is  difficult  for  a  man  to  speak  long  of 
himself  without  vanity;  therefore  I  shall  be  short.” 
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Modem  authors’  ambivalence  about  writing  autobiography  is  mir¬ 
rored,  and  perhaps  exacerbated,  by  the  fact  that  literary  critics  have 
mostly  been  wary  of  the  form.  When  the  author  is  also  the  subject  of 
his  narrative,  both  hero  and  narrator,  will  it  be  possible  for  a  mind  to 
accurately  observe  and  be  observed  at  the  same  time  by  the  same  per¬ 
son?  How  much  of  the  remembered  past  is  necessarily  reinvented 
when  it  is  written  down?  Aren’t  defining  moments  only  made  to  seem 
momentous  in  retrospect?  As  the  sole  author  of  his  or  her  story,  there 
is  nothing  to  stop  an  autobiographer  recasting  the  events  of  a  life  in 
subjective  fashion.  Contemporary  writers  tend  to  be  overtly  conscious 
of  charges  of  questionable  authenticity.  The  South  African  novelist  J. 
M.  Coetzee,  in  two  volumes  of  memoir,  writes  about  himself  in  the 
third  person,  both  to  maintain  a  degree  of  objectivity  as  he  writes  and 
to  remind  readers  that  when  an  author  describes  himself,  he  creates  a 
character  as  much  as  he  would  when  writing  a  novel. 

Inevitably,  the  writing  of  any  autobiography  is  a  wholly  subjective 
enterprise.  The  vast  range  of  life’s  experience  will  always  be  necessar¬ 
ily  reduced  in  any  written  work.  Memory  is  unreliable;  authors  can  be 
imaginative.  It  is  up  to  the  autobiographer  to  create  something  that 
corresponds  as  closely  as  possible  to  a  sense  of  “reality,”  but  he  or  she 
can  never  replicate  the  real  in  all  its  infinitesimal  variety.  A  “true 
story”  can  never  be  the  whole  story  and  at  a  certain  stage  it  will 
become  the  job  of  fact-checkers  and  future  biographers  to  test  an 
author’s  honesty.  Yet,  as  I  hope  this  compendium  proves,  if  a  writer  at 
least  seems  to  be  sincere,  revealing  to  us  intimate  uncertainties  and 
vulnerabilities,  we  can  forget  to  overly  question  the  veracity  of  the 
narrative  and  forgive  any  egotism  as  necessary  to  the  project. 

Now  to  the  inevitable  omissions  in  this  compendium.  It  has  been 
necessary  to  exclude  any  autobiographical  material  that  can  be  found 
in  other  “life-writing”  genres  such  as  diaries,  letters,  travel  writing, 
oral  histories,  ethnographic  works,  speeches,  interviews,  and  autobio¬ 
graphical  poems — partly  for  the  sake  of  concision  but  also  because 
these  have  been  beautifully  anthologized  elsewhere.  There  are  no 
biographies  here,  even  if  there  are  co-written  life  stories  that  have 
become  such  a  staple  of  the  genre.  In  the  interests  of  coherence,  there 
is  also  as  little  “inadvertent”  autobiography  as  possible,  by  which  I 
mean  I  have  focused  on  works  that  the  author  has  consciously  created 
or  published  as  a  non-fiction  account  of  that  life,  either  in  full-length 
or  essay  form.  So  as  not  to  muddy  the  waters,  I  have  resisted  the  temp- 
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tation  to  include  autobiographical  fiction,  however  blurred  the  line 
separating  fiction  from  non-fiction  can  be  (I  have  gone  on  an  author’s 
word  as  to  whether  a  book  was  a  novel  or  a  memoir).  On  the  whole, 
memoirs  dealing  entirely  with  persons  other  than  the  author  have 
been  excluded,  as  this  compendium  is  almost  exclusively  self-cen¬ 
tered,  focused  on  the  individual’s  experience  from  the  individual’s  per¬ 
spective.  As  a  result,  although  Nadezhda  Mandelstam  remains  one  of 
the  pre-eminent  memoirists  of  the  twentieth  century,  she  is  not 
included  here  as  Hope  Against  Hope  (1970)  is  devoted  to  the  author’s 
times,  her  husband,  and  those  she  knew,  but  rarely  to  herself. 

I  have,  of  course,  made  exceptions  to  my  own  rules.  Sara 
Coleridge’s  memoir  of  her  father  Samuel  Taylor,  and  his  friends  the 
Wordsworths,  has  been  incorporated  because  it  offered  such  an 
endearing  child’s-eye  view  of  famous  men.  Claude  Monet’s  life  story 
was  originally  a  newspaper  interview;  and  Truman  Capote  has  been 
allowed,  even  if  his  “Self-Portrait”  is  in  the  form  of  an  interview  with 
himself.  Some  might  decide  to  catalog  Coetzee’s  two  works  of  mem¬ 
oirs  as  fiction,  written  as  they  are  in  the  third  person. 

Many  other  worthy  authors  are  not  excerpted  here,  not  because 
they  lack  merit  but  often  for  the  opposite  reason.  The  most  brilliant 
of  memoirists  often  seemed  to  resist  selection — Paula  Fox,  Edith 
Wharton,  and  Frank  Conroy  spring  to  mind,  although  there  are  a  host 
of  other  gifted  writers  where  the  book  seems  the  sum  of  all  its  precious 
parts.  Equally,  there  are  memoirs  written  by  non-writers  that  have 
tremendous  overall  impact,  but  where  it  was  impossible  to  remove  one 
piece  from  the  whole  and  have  it  retain  any  effect — I  am  thinking  of 
the  many  celebrity  memoirs  that  have  appeared  in  the  last  fifty  years. 
In  other  cases,  obtaining  the  rights  to  use  a  passage  by  a  particularly 
well-known  author  turned  out  to  be  prohibitively  expensive,  and  I 
would  console  myself  with  the  thought  that  as  Frank  McCourt  or 
Maya  Angelou  were  so  famous,  I  would  not  be  depriving  readers  of 
someone  they  had  not  heard  of  or  read  before. 

While  seeking  to  select  a  few  memorable  moments  from  an 
author’s  many  recollections,  I  know  I  have  omitted  vital  junctures. 
Although  I  have  tried  to  include  a  wide  range  of  experiences,  I  am 
equally  aware  that  a  thousand  types  of  crucial  experiences  are  missing. 
A  book  such  as  this  could  never  hope  to  begin  to  be  inclusive  of  every 
historical,  political,  and  social  movement,  for  example.  I  have 
endeavored  to  be  global  in  scope,  and  while  I  have  not  managed  to 


Introduction  17 


include  a  writer  from  every  country  in  the  world,  I  have  incorporated 
at  least  one  from  each  continent  (with  the  exception  of  Antarctica). 

Here,  I  must  make  my  own  confession.  My  reasons  for  including 
one  writer,  or  piece  of  personal  prose  over  another,  were  not  always 
pre-conceived.  The  omissions  listed  above  emerged  from  the  process 
of  compiling  rather  than  the  other  way  round.  My  decision  to  include 
someone  had  mostly  to  do  with  whether  I  was  charmed,  intrigued,  or 
simply  fell  in  love  with  the  writing  in  question.  Ultimately,  the  crite¬ 
ria  for  my  selection  of  entries  evolved  from  my  own  response  to  the 
caliber  of  writing  and  the  impact  of  the  experience  it  described;  I 
assumed  from  the  start  that  my  subjectivity  would  be  a  given.  If  I  came 
upon  a  scene  that  seemed  to  speak  directly  to  me  of  some  aspect  of  my 
own  experience  or,  conversely,  was  utterly  unlike  anything  I  had  expe¬ 
rienced  but  was  fascinating  to  me,  then  I  held  on  to  it.  If  I  chanced 
upon  a  passage  that  I  remembered  reading  from  before  that  had  stayed 
with  me,  then  I  would  earmark  it.  The  excerpts  needed  to  retain  their 
impact  when  removed  from  their  context  and  only  a  few  sections  of 
any  given  autobiography  or  memoir  were  able  to  do  that,  and  so  often 
making  a  choice  was  easy. 

This  book  is  also  necessarily  a  reflection  of  the  collection  at  the 
New  York  Public  Library  on  Fifth  Avenue,  in  the  city  where  I  live  and 
where  I  did  the  bulk  of  the  reading.  Situated  almost  exactly  in  the 
middle  of  Manhattan  Island,  the  library’s  collections  are  vast  and 
deep,  stretching  a  full  block  underneath  the  building  and  beyond  the 
park  behind  it.  It  was  a  daily  pleasure  to  go  to  its  Rose  Reading  Room 
and  graze  for  writers  from  so  many  centuries,  continents,  and  walks  of 
life. 

As  the  work  of  compiling  this  book  progressed,  the  arrangement  of 
the  entries  began  to  take  on  a  life  and  a  rhythm  of  its  own.  I  began  to 
envisage  the  book  as  one  of  those  ideal  dinner  party  scenarios — albeit 
on  the  scale  of  a  grand  banquet — with  each  guest  taking  turns  to  tell 
a  story.  In  the  childhood  chapter,  the  Cuban  writer  Reinaldo  Arenas 
talks  about  the  freedom  of  his  boyhood,  which  is  followed  by  a  story 
from  the  Chinese  writer  Shen  Fu  about  the  games  he  played  as  a  child; 
then  Rousseau  remembers  how  his  father  taught  him  to  read,  which, 
in  turn,  is  followed  by  the  scene  described  by  Cellini  where  he  recalls 
seeing  a  magical  salamander  in  the  fire,  and  so  on  and  so  on.  These 
ideal  raconteurs  even  began  to  make  appearances  in  one  another’s  sto¬ 
ries.  The  English  philosopher  Bertrand  Russell  talks  about  his  adoles- 
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cence  and  then  reappears  to  give  advice  to  the  boxer  Muhammad  Ali 
about  his  conscientious  objection  to  the  Vietnam  War.  The  English 
novelist  Rosamond  Lehmann  describes  the  birth  of  her  daughter, 
Sally,  who  grows  up  to  fall  in  love  with  the  English  poet  and  mem- 
oirist  P.  J.  Kavanagh,  who  re-creates  their  meeting  and  marriage  in 
excerpts  included  here.  The  African-American  author  James  Baldwin 
writes  about  going  to  the  movies  as  a  child  and  later  appears  as  a  guest 
at  the  English  film  actor  Dirk  Bogarde’s  fiftieth  birthday  party  in 
France.  Grandfather  and  granddaughter  Charles  Darwin  and  Gwen 
Raverat — who  never  met,  as  he  died  before  she  was  bom — are  united 
here,  both  of  them  as  authors  of  autobiographies  and  musing  on  old 
age. 

This  is,  of  course,  the  greatest  virtue  of  good  autobiographical  and 
memoir  writing,  the  sense  that  we  are  being  spoken  to  by  a  recogniz¬ 
able  human  presence,  leaning  across  the  page,  and  sometimes  across 
centuries  and  continents.  A  good  autobiographer  or  memoirist  could 
very  well  be  sitting  next  to  us  toward  the  end  of  a  dinner  party,  speak¬ 
ing  confidentially  and  sharing  insights  that  might  seem  at  once 
unique  and  familiar,  allowing  us  to  feel  in  good  company  as  we  find 
our  own  way  through  the  trials,  turning  points,  and  many  phases  of 
any  given  life. 


Eve  Claxton,  2005 
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1.  Spellings:  Extracts  have  been  drawn  from  both  UK  and  U.S.  edi¬ 
tions.  Our  policy  has  been  to  adhere  as  closely  as  possible  to  the 
printed  sources,  so  the  reader  will  notice  there  is  a  mixture  of 
British-English  and  American-English  spellings.  Archaic  spellings 
from  early  editions  have  been  left  intact  where  appropriate. 

To  reduce  inconsistency  between  entries,  “z”  spellings  (e.g.  realize) 
have  been  used  throughout  this  book. 

2.  Translations:  A  number  of  extracts  by  foreign  writers  (e.g.  Jean- 
Jacques  Rousseau)  have  been  rendered  into  English  as  original 
translations  by  the  editor  Eve  Claxton  and  her  collaborator 
Christopher  Durrance. 

3.  Punctuation:  Again,  our  policy  has  been  to  remain  as  faithful  as 
possible  to  the  printed  source  material,  but  to  make  archaic  texts 
more  accessible  to  the  modern  reader,  certain  obsolete  grammati¬ 
cal  marks  have  been  omitted,  and  punctuation,  overall,  has  been 
rendered  in  its  standard  British-English  form. 

Any  minor  abridgement  in  a  given  entry  is  indicated  by  “.  .  .” 

4-  Dates  and  Titles:  For  every  book  excerpted  in  the  main  body  of 
the  compendium,  the  first  date  of  publication  in  book  form  and  the 
original  title  is  given  in  most  instances.  If  a  book  was  published 
posthumously,  the  date  or  range  of  dates  when  the  work  was  pro¬ 
duced  is  cited,  unless  the  work  appeared  soon  after  an  author’s 
death.  If  a  book  was  published  in  a  number  of  volumes,  the  range 
of  publication  dates  is  given.  If  the  book  was  substantially  revised 
at  any  point,  the  date  of  the  edition  excerpted  is  given.  If  the 
excerpt  is  in  translation,  then  the  original  date  of  publication 
rather  than  the  date  of  translation  is  given.  If  the  book  has  a  dif¬ 
ferent  title  in  the  U.S.  and  the  UK  then  both  titles  are  given.  If  the 
excerpt  is  from  an  essay  or  piece  of  short  writing  included  in  a  col¬ 
lection  of  works,  the  title  of  the  essay,  rather  than  the  collection, 
is  given  in  single  quotation  marks.  In  the  credits  and  sources  sec¬ 
tion  at  the  back  of  the  book,  the  editor  has  cited  the  dates  and 
titles  of  the  actual  editions  from  which  she  has  selected  her  entries. 
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Birth  through  Age  Twelve 


“My  autobiography,  however,  is  without  any  artifice;  nor  is  it 
intended  to  instruct  anyone;  but,  being  merely  a  story,  recounts  my 
life,  not  tumultuous  events.  Like  the  lives  of  Sulla,  of  Caius  Caesar, 
and  even  of  Augustus,  who,  there  is  no  doubt,  wrote  accounts  of 
their  careers  and  deeds,  urged  by  the  examples  of  the  ancients,  so,  in 
a  manner  by  no  means  new  or  originating  with  myself,  do  I  set  forth 
my  account.” 


— Girolamo  Cardano,  The  Book  of  My  Life,  1576 
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Birth 


The  Confessions  of  St.  Augustine  (397-400)  by  St. 
Augustine  (354-430),  Roman-North  African  bishop 

The  Confessions  of  St.  Augustine  is  generally  considered  the  first-ever 
full-length  autobiography.  Its  author  was  bom  Aurelius  Augustinus  in 
354,  in  the  Roman  outpost  of  Thagaste,  and  began  work  on  his 
Confessions  while  serving  as  the  bishop  of  Hippo,  in  what  we  now  call 
Algeria.  Augustine’s  theories  of  sin  and  grace  became  a  cornerstone  of 
the  Roman  Catholic  Church,  but  his  influence  on  subsequent  autobi¬ 
ographers  is  perhaps  just  as  profound.  The  narrative  rhythm  of  The 
Confessions,  which  follows  Augustine’s  progress  from  youthful  sinful¬ 
ness  to  spiritual  enlightenment,  establishes  a  pattern  that  generations 
of  autobiographers  will  either  react  against  or  echo. 

For  at  that  time  I  knew  how  to  suck,  to  be  satisfied  when  com¬ 
fortable,  and  to  cry  when  in  pain — nothing  beyond. 
Afterwards  I  began  to  laugh — at  first  in  sleep,  then  in  waking. 

For  this  I  have  heard  mentioned  of  myself,  and  I  believe  it 
(though  I  cannot  remember  it),  for  we  see  the  same  in  other 
infants.  And  now  little  by  little  I  realised  where  I  was,  and 
wished  to  tell  my  wishes  to  those  who  might  satisfy  them,  but  I 
could  not!  For  my  wants  were  within  me,  while  they  were  with¬ 
out,  and  could  not  by  any  faculty  of  theirs  enter  into  my  soul.  So 
I  cast  about  limbs  and  voice,  making  the  few  and  feeble  signs  I 
could,  like,  though  indeed  not  much  like,  unto  what  I  wished; 
and  when  I  was  not  satisfied — either  not  being  understood  or 
because  it  would  have  been  injurious  to  me — I  grew  indignant 
that  my  elders  were  not  subject  unto  me,  and  that  those  on 
whom  I  had  no  claim  did  not  wait  on  me,  and  avenged  myself  on 
them  by  tears.  That  infants  are  such  I  have  been  able  to  learn  by 
watching  them;  and  they,  though  unknowing,  have  better  shown 
me  that  I  was  such  a  one  than  my  nurses  who  knew  it. 

And,  behold,  my  infancy  died  long  ago,  and  I  live. 
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Heading  South,  Looking  North:  A  Bilingual  Journey  (1998) 
by  Ariel  Dorfman  (1942-  ),  Chilean' American  writer 

Dorfman’s  memoir  charts  his  family’s  many  exiles  and  his  own  gradual 
acceptance  of  himself  as  a  writer  in  two  languages.  Bom  Vladimiro 
Ariel  Dorfman,  in  Buenos  Aires  in  1942,  to  Eastern  European  Jews,  he 
grew  up  in  New  York  and  Santiago,  later  becoming  a  Chilean  citizen. 
After  barely  escaping  Augusto  Pinochet’s  coup  in  1973,  he  lived  in 
Europe  before  returning  to  the  United  States,  where  he  achieved  inter¬ 
national  fame  as  a  writer  of  poetry,  essays,  fiction,  and  plays.  Heading 
South,  Looking  North  was  written  in  both  English  and  Spanish. 

I  was  a  baby,  a  pad  upon  which  any  stranger  could  scrawl  a  signa¬ 
ture.  A  passive  little  bastard,  shipwrecked,  no  ticket  back,  not 
even  sure  that  a  smile,  a  scream,  my  only  weapons,  could  help  me 
to  the  surface.  And  then  Spanish  slid  to  the  rescue,  in  my  mother’s 
first  cry,  and  soon  in  her  murmurs  and  lullabies  and  in  my  father’s 
deep  voice  of  protection  and  in  his  jokes  and  in  the  hum  of  love 
that  would  soon  envelop  me  from  an  extended  family.  Maybe  that 
was  my  first  exile:  I  had  not  asked  to  be  bom,  had  not  chosen  any¬ 
thing,  not  my  face,  not  the  face  of  my  parents,  not  this  extreme  sen¬ 
sitivity  that  has  always  boiled  out  of  me,  not  the  early  rash  on  my 
skin,  not  my  remote  asthma,  not  my  nearby  country,  not  my  unpro¬ 
nounceable  name.  But  Spanish  was  there  at  the  beginning  of  my 
body,  or  perhaps  where  my  body  ended  and  the  world  began,  coax¬ 
ing  that  body  into  life  as  only  a  lover  can,  convincing  me  slowly, 
sound  by  sound,  that  life  was  worth  living,  that  together  we  could 
tame  the  fiends  of  the  outer  bounds  and  bend  them  to  our  will. 
That  everything  can  be  named  and  therefore,  in  theory,  at  least  in 
desire,  the  world  belongs  to  us.  That  if  we  cannot  own  the  world, 
nobody  can  stop  us  from  imagining  everything  in  it,  everything  it 
can  be,  everything  it  ever  was. 

Harriet  Martineau’s  Autobiography  (1877)  by  Harriet 
Martineau  (1802-1876),  English  writer 

Martineau’s  two-volume  autobiography  was  completed  just  before  her 
death  and  published  the  following  year.  Its  author  suffered  from  three 
distinct  disadvantages,  by  Victorian  standards — she  was  deaf,  she  was 


24  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

a  woman,  and  she  had  remained  a  spinster — nonetheless  she  was  a 
prolific  and  successful  writer,  publishing  close  to  forty  books  and  pam¬ 
phlets  as  well  as  thousands  of  columns  and  articles.  Bom  in  Norwich, 
England,  in  1802,  the  daughter  of  a  textile  manufacturer,  Martineau 
took  it  upon  herself  to  earn  her  family’s  living  after  both  her  father 
and  her  fiance  died  when  she  was  twenty-four.  Her  oeuvre  includes 
books  on  religion,  politics,  economics,  history,  and  travel,  as  well  as 
fictional  works,  and  her  autobiography. 

My  first  recollections  are  of  some  infantile  impressions 
which  were  in  abeyance  for  a  long  course  of  years,  and 
then  revived  in  an  inexplicable  way,  as  by  a  flash  of  lightning 
over  a  far  horizon  in  the  night.  There  is  no  doubt  of  the  gen¬ 
uineness  of  the  remembrance,  as  the  facts  could  not  have  been 
told  me  by  anyone  else.  I  remember  standing  on  the  threshold  of 
a  cottage,  holding  fast  by  the  doorpost,  and  putting  my  foot 
down,  in  repeated  attempts  to  reach  the  ground.  Having  accom¬ 
plished  the  step,  I  toddled  (I  remember  the  uncertain  feeling)  to 
a  tree  before  the  door,  and  tried  to  clasp  and  get  around  it;  but 
the  rough  bark  hurt  my  hands. 


One 


Autobiography  of  a  Child  (1899)  by  Hannah  Lynch 
(1862-1904),  Irish  writer 

An  early  example  of  a  memoir  of  unhappy  childhood,  Autobiography 
of  A  Child  tells  the  story  of  a  girl  who  was  treated  cruelly  by  her 
mother  and  sister  before  being  sent  to  convent  school,  where  she 
continued  to  be  abused.  As  the  book  was  originally  published 
anonymously,  it’s  not  clear  whether  it  tells  Lynch’s  story  or  if  it  was 
dictated  to  her  by  another.  Born  in  Dublin  in  1862,  Lynch  was  a 
prominent  member  of  the  Ladies’  Land  League,  the  female  wing  of 
the  campaign  for  Irish  Home  Rule.  She  later  settled  in  Europe, 
where  she  worked  as  a  magazine  and  newspaper  correspondent,  pub¬ 
lishing  novels  as  well  as  books  and  articles. 
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The  picture  is  clear  before  me  of  the  day  I  first  walked.  My 
mother,  a  handsome,  cold-eyed  woman,  who  did  not  love  me, 
had  driven  out  from  town  to  nurse’s  cottage.  I  shut  my  eyes,  and  I 
am  back  in  the  little  parlour  with  its  spindle  chairs,  an  old-fash¬ 
ioned  piano  with  green  silk  front,  its  pink-flowered  wallpaper  and 
the  two  wonderful  black-and-white  dogs  on  the  mantelpiece  . .  . 

I  do  not  remember  my  mother’s  coming  or  going.  Memory 
begins  to  work  from  the  moment  nurse  put  me  on  a  pair  of 
unsteady  legs.  There  were  chairs  placed  for  me  to  clutch,  and  I 
was  coaxingly  bidden  to  toddle  along,  “over  to  mamma.”  It  was 
very  exciting.  First  one  chair  had  to  be  reached,  then  another 
fallen  over,  till  a  third  tumbled  me  at  my  mother’s  feet.  I  burst 
into  a  passion  of  tears,  not  because  of  the  fall,  but  from  terror 
at  finding  myself  so  near  my  mother.  Nurse  gathered  me  into 
her  arms  and  began  to  coo  over  me,  and  here  the  picture  fades 
from  my  mind. 


Two 


Reminiscences  (1881)  by  Thomas  Carlyle  (1795-1881), 
Scottish  historian  and  biographer 

Reminiscences  existed  as  separate  essays  written  privately  over  a  period 
of  years  until  the  author’s  friend  and  biographer  J.  A.  Froude  helped 
prepare  them  for  print  while  Carlyle  was  on  his  deathbed.  It  includes 
essays  on  the  author’s  father,  wife,  and  others,  including  the  poet 
William  Wordsworth.  The  memoirs  caused  much  consternation  when 
they  first  appeared — commentators  were  taken  aback  by  its  author’s 
lack  of  discretion  in  describing  those  he  had  known.  Bom  in 
Dumfriesshire,  Scotland,  in  1795,  Carlyle  devoted  his  life  to  teaching, 
studying,  and  writing,  becoming  one  of  the  most  significant  voices  of 
the  Victorian  era. 

My  earliest  [memory]  of  all  is  a  mad  passion  of  rage  at  my 
elder  Brother,  John  (on  a  visit  to  us  likely  from  his  grand¬ 
father’s);  in  which  my  father,  too,  figures,  though  dimly,  as  a  kind 
of  cheerful  comforter  and  soother.  I  had  broken  my  little  brown 
stool,  by  madly  throwing  it  at  my  brother;  and  felt  for  perhaps 


26  The  World’s  Best  Met 


Writing 


the  first  time,  the  united  pangs  of  Loss  and  of  Remorse.  I  was  per¬ 
haps  hardly  more  than  two  years  old;  but  can  get  no  one  to  fix 
the  date  for  me,  though  all  is  still  quite  legible  for  myself,  with 
many  of  its  [features]  .  .  .  Backwards  beyond  all,  are  dim  ruddy 
images,  of  deeper  and  deeper  brown  shade  into  the  dark  begin¬ 
nings  of  being. 

A  Small  Boy  and  Others  (1913)  by  Henry  James 
(1843-1916),  American' Anglo  novelist 

When  the  novelist  Henry  James  began  work  on  A  Small  Boy  and 
Others,  he  meant  to  write  a  memoir  of  his  elder  brother,  the  philoso¬ 
pher  William  James,  but  in  the  process  of  writing,  the  book  became  as 
much  an  extended  musing  on  memory  and  childhood  as  it  is  a  descrip¬ 
tion  of  William.  As  if  to  make  up  for  this  earlier  digression,  James  soon 
published  another  memoir,  Notes  of  a  Son  and  Brother  (1914),  includ¬ 
ing  portraits  of  his  brother  and  their  father,  the  theologian  Henry 
James,  Senior.  Both  these  works  of  autobiography,  together  with  a 
third  work,  The  Middle  Years  (1916) — with  their  impressionistic 
sequences  of  scenes  from  the  great  writer’s  life — constitute  some  of  the 
earliest  examples  of  the  modernist  memoir. 

Partly  doubtless  as  the  effect  of  a  life,  now  getting  to  be  a  tol¬ 
erably  long  one,  spent  in  the  older  world,  I  see  the  world  of 
our  childhood  as  very  young  indeed,  young  with  its  own  juvenil¬ 
ity  as  well  as  with  ours;  as  if  it  wore  the  few  and  light  garments 
and  had  gathered  in  but  the  scant  properties  and  breakable  toys 
of  the  tenderest  age,  or  were  at  the  most  a  very  unformed  young 
person,  even  a  boisterous  hobbledehoy.  It  exhaled  at  any  rate  a 
simple  freshness,  and  I  catch  its  pure  breath,  at  our  infantile 
Albany,  as  the  very  air  of  long  summer  afternoons — occasions 
tasting  of  ample  leisure,  still  bookless,  yet  beginning  to  be  bed¬ 
less,  or  cribless;  tasting  of  accessible  garden  peaches  in  a  liberal 
backward  territory  that  was  still  almost  part  of  a  country  town, 
tasting  of  many-sized  uncles,  aunts,  cousins,  of  strange  legendary 
domestics,  inveterately  but  archaically  Irish,  and  whose  familiar 
remarks  and  “criticism  of  life”  were  handed  down,  as  well  as  of 
dim  family  ramifications  and  local  allusions — mystifications 
always — that  flowered  into  anecdote  as  into  small,  hard  plums, 
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tasting  above  all  of  a  big,  much-shaded  savoury  house  in  which  a 
softly  sighing  widowed  grandmother,  Catherine  Barber  by  birth, 
whose  attitude  was  a  resigned  consciousness  of  complications 
and  accretions,  dispensed  an  hospitality  seemingly  as  joyless  as  it 
was  certainly  boundless. 

Lost  in  America:  A  Journey  With  My  Father  (2003)  by 
Sherwin  B.  Nuland  (1930-  ),  American  surgeon  and  writer 

Nuland  was  born  Sherwin  Nudelman,  on  the  Lower  East  Side  of  New 
York  in  1930,  to  Russian-Jewish  immigrant  parents.  After  the  death  of 
his  beloved  mother  when  he  was  eleven,  he  and  his  brother  were  left 
with  their  frequently  violent  and  irascible  father,  Meyer.  The  book 
simultaneously  attempts  to  render  the  struggle  between  father  and  son 
while  trying  to  come  to  terms  with  that  relationship.  Nuland  is  a  clin¬ 
ical  professor  of  surgery  at  Yale  and  also  teaches  bioethics  and  medical 
history.  His  other  books  include  How  We  Die:  Reflections  on  Life’s  Final 
Chapter  (1994),  as  well  as  a  biography  of  Leonardo  da  Vinci. 

My  father  does  not  actually  appear  in  my  earliest  memory  of 
him.  But  the  threat  of  his  furious  anger  looms  over  the  series 
of  moments  even  as  they  are  recalled.  It  is  in  the  form  of  single,  still 
images  that  I  remember  him  from  those  early  years.  Each  picture  is 
preserved  as  though  a  camera  had  caught  a  series  of  lifetime’s  mem¬ 
ories  in  individual  blinks  of  an  eye.  Sometimes,  an  image  is  fol¬ 
lowed  by  a  brief  cinematic  flow  of  film,  but  rarely  more.  And  always 
a  distinct  emotion  or  mood  is  brought  back  to  my  mind  when  the 
pictures  appear. 

It  is  mid-afternoon  and  I  have  just  spied  Daddy’s  pocket 
watch  and  chain  on  a  small  table  alongside  the  living  room 
couch.  The  sight  of  the  inexpensive  silvery  timepiece  attached 
to  a  flat  strand  of  worn  and  tarnished  links  is  particularly 
attractive  because  its  imperious  owner  has  recently  scolded  me 
for  daring  to  play  with  it.  I  pick  up  the  entire  clump  of  watch 
and  chain.  In  the  next  remembered  picture,  I  have  made  my 
way  to  the  electric  outlet  on  the  nearest  wall,  and  I  am  staring 
at  it,  as  though  trying  to  make  a  decision.  Stabilizing  myself  on 
chubby  knees,  I  stuff  several  links  of  the  chain  into  one  of  the 
outlet’s  parallel  slits. 
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With  a  sudden  roaring  wallop,  a  colossal  burst  of  sparks  and 
energy  blasts  up  out  of  the  wall  as  a  paralyzing  vibratory  surge 
of  electricity  courses  through  every  part  of  me  and  lifts  my 
helpless  body  momentarily  off  the  floor.  Hearing  my  shrieking 
wail,  terrified,  Momma  flies  out  of  some  other  room,  screaming, 
no  doubt  certain  that  I  have  been  killed.  She  gathers  me  up  and 
I  submerge  myself  into  her  softness.  We  are  both  weeping.  She 
croons  a  gentle,  familiar  reassurance,  but  I  am  hysterical. 

The  pervasive  feeling  hovering  over  these  horrifying  images 
is  not  the  sudden  fright,  but  a  sense  of  foreboding:  something 
more  is  yet  to  come,  and  in  its  own  way  it  will  be  as  threaten¬ 
ing  as  the  terror  I  have  just  survived  .  .  . 

The  truth  is  not  to  be  known.  The  only  certainty  is  that  the 
remembered  sequence  of  images  from  that  terrifying  afternoon 
almost  seventy  years  ago  is  inseparable  from  the  dread  of  my 
father’s  coming  rage;  it  is  inseparable  from  the  sense  that 
Momma  and  I  cowered  in  anticipation  of  its  outburst  just  as  we 
would  cower  in  the  torrential  force  of  my  father’s  wrath  when 
it  finally  came. 

Looking  back  on  my  earliest  remembered  years,  I  see  my 
parents  far  less  as  a  couple  than  as  the  sources  of  two  quite  dis¬ 
parate  emotions — emotions  of  golden  safety  with  one  and  spo¬ 
radic  danger  with  the  other.  They  originated  from  Momma, 
who  lived  only  for  me,  and  Daddy,  who  never  quite  understood 
how  to  be  my  father. 


Three  <3$° 


My  Autobiography  (1964)  by  Charles  Chaplin 
(1889-1977),  English  film  actor  and  director 

Chaplin’s  Autobiography  begins  in  1889,  in  Victorian  London,  where 
he  was  bom.  Although  the  first  few  years  of  his  life  were  spent  in  rel¬ 
ative  comfort,  by  the  time  he  was  seven  his  father  had  left  and  his 
mother  had  suffered  a  nervous  breakdown,  and  Charlie  and  his  elder 
brother,  Sidney,  were  sent  to  the  workhouse.  When  he  was  twelve, 
Charlie’s  father  died  and  his  mother  was  admitted  to  an  asylum,  leav¬ 
ing  the  Chaplin  sons  to  fend  for  themselves.  Both  boys  found  work  in 
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vaudeville  and  in  1912,  on  a  tour  of  the  United  States  with  a  variety 
act,  Charlie  decided  to  stay  in  Hollywood,  where  he  began  to  appear 
in  silent  films.  My  Autobiography  traces  the  course  of  his  remarkable 
life  and  career  from  his  childhood,  his  years  in  the  United  States,  and 
his  old  age  in  Switzerland. 

One  of  my  early  recollections  was  that  each  night  before 
Mother  went  to  the  theater,  Sydney  and  I  were  lovingly 
tucked  up  in  a  comfortable  bed  and  left  in  the  care  of  the  house¬ 
maid.  In  my  world  of  three  and  a  half  years,  all  things  were  pos¬ 
sible;  if  Sydney,  who  was  four  years  older  than  I,  could  perform 
legerdemain  and  swallow  a  coin  and  make  it  come  out  through  the 
back  of  his  head,  I  could  do  the  same;  so  I  swallowed  a  halfpenny 
and  Mother  was  obliged  to  send  for  a  doctor. 

Every  night,  after  she  came  home  from  the  theater,  it  was 
her  custom  to  leave  delicacies  on  the  table  for  Sydney  and  me 
to  find  in  the  morning — a  slice  of  Neapolitan  cake  or  can¬ 
dies — with  the  understanding  that  we  were  not  to  make  a  noise 
in  the  morning,  as  she  usually  slept  late. 

Mother  was  a  soubrette  on  the  variety  stage,  a  mignonne  in 
her  late  twenties,  with  fair  complexion,  violet-blue  eyes,  and 
long,  light  brown  hair  that  she  could  sit  upon.  Sydney  and  I 
adored  our  mother.  Though  she  was  not  an  exceptional  beauty, 
we  thought  her  divine-looking.  Those  who  knew  her  told  me  in 
later  years  that  she  was  dainty  and  attractive  and  had  compelling 
charm.  She  took  pride  in  dressing  us  up  for  Sunday  excursions, 
Sydney  in  an  Eton  suit  with  long  trousers  and  me  in  a  blue  vel¬ 
vet  one  with  blue  gloves  to  match.  Such  occasions  were  orgies  of 
smugness,  as  we  ambled  along  the  Kennington  Road. 

London  was  sedate  in  those  days.  The  tempo  was  sedate; 
even  the  horse-drawn  tramcars  along  Westminster  Bridge  Road 
went  at  a  sedate  pace  and  turned  sedately  on  a  revolving  table 
at  the  terminal  near  the  bridge.  In  Mother’s  prosperous  days  we 
also  lived  in  Westminster  Bridge  Road.  Its  atmosphere  was  gay 
and  friendly  with  attractive  shops,  restaurants,  and  music  halls. 
The  fruit  shop  on  the  comer  facing  the  Bridge  was  a  galaxy  of 
color,  with  its  neatly  arranged  pyramids  of  oranges,  apples, 
pears,  and  bananas  outside,  in  contrast  to  the  solemn  gray 
Houses  of  Parliament  directly  across  the  river. 
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This  was  the  London  of  my  childhood,  of  my  moods  and 
awakenings:  memories  of  Lambeth  in  the  spring — of  trivial  inci¬ 
dents  and  things — of  riding  with  Mother  on  the  top  of  a  horse- 
bus,  trying  to  touch  passing  lilac  trees — of  the  many-colored  bus 
tickets,  orange,  blue,  pink,  and  green,  that  bestrewed  the  pave¬ 
ment  where  the  trams  and  buses  stopped — of  rubicund  flower 
girls  at  the  comer  of  Westminster  Bridge,  making  gay  bouton - 
nieres,  their  adroit  fingers  manipulating  tinsel  and  quivering 
fem — of  the  humid  odor  of  freshly  watered  roses  that  affected 
me  with  a  vague  sadness — of  melancholy  Sundays  and  pale- 
faced  parents  and  their  children  escorting  toy  windmills  and 
colored  balloons  over  Westminster  Bridge — and  the  maternal 
penny  steamers  that  softly  lowered  their  funnels  as  they  glided 
under  it.  From  such  trivia  I  believe  my  soul  was  bom. 

Native  Realm:  A  Search  for  Self'Definition  (1958)  by 
Czeslaw  Milosz  (1911-2004),  Polish  poet 

Milosz’s  autobiography  describes  the  poet’s  origins  and  ancestry  in 
Eastern  Europe  and  the  many  political  upheavals  of  his  lifetime, 
beginning  with  the  German  military  advance  into  the  then-Russian 
province  of  Lithuania  in  1914-  Bom  to  a  Polish-speaking  family, 
Milosz  was  involved  in  the  Polish  underground  resistance  during  the 
Second  World  War  and  later  served  as  a  Polish  diplomat  to  that 
nation.  After  defecting  to  Paris,  he  moved  to  the  United  States  in 
1960,  where  he  lived  until  the  end  of  the  cold  war,  at  which  time  he 
returned  to  Poland. 

My  first  awareness  came  with  war.  Peeping  out  from  under 
my  grandmother’s  cloak,  I  discovered  horror:  the  bellow  of 
cattle  being  driven  off,  the  panic,  the  dust- laden  air,  the  rum¬ 
bling  and  flashing  on  a  darkened  horizon.  The  Germans  were 
arriving  in  Lithuania  and  the  Czarist  army  was  retreating, 
accompanied  by  hordes  of  refugees. 

A  scene  from  that  summer  of  1914  is  still  very  clear  in  my 
memory:  bright  sunshine,  a  lawn,  myself  sitting  on  a  bench  with 
a  young  Cossack  whom  I  like  a  lot.  He  is  slim-waisted  and  black¬ 
haired.  On  strips,  crisscrossed  over  his  chest,  there  are  cartridges. 

He  twists  a  bullet  out  and  empties  the  powder  grains  onto  the 
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bench.  Then  a  tragedy  occurs.  I  was  very  attached  to  a  little 
white  lamb.  Now  the  Cossacks  are  running  him  into  the  green 
grass,  heading  him  off .  . .  My  desperate  cry,  the  inability  to  bear 
irrevocable  unhappiness,  was  my  first  protest  against  necessity. 

“A  Felt  Hat  Worker”  (1931)  by  Mrs.  Scott,  JP  (dates 
unknown),  Co-operative  Working  Woman 

This  memoir-essay  first  appeared  in  Life  As  We  Have  Known  It, 
published  by  Leonard  and  Virginia  Woolf’s  Hogarth  Press  in  1931. 
The  book  is  made  up  of  short  reminiscences  written  by  members  of 
the  Women’s  Co-operative  Guild,  an  organization  founded  in  1883 
to  educate  and  empower  working  women.  The  authors  write  mov¬ 
ingly  about  their  memories  of  impoverished  childhoods,  the  harsh¬ 
ness  of  working  life,  and  the  liberating  impact  of  their  involvement 
with  the  guild. 

My  first  clear  recollection  is  of  the  time  when  I  was  about 
three  years  of  age,  when  we  lived  near  a  hollow  where  a  lit¬ 
tle  girl  had  been  maltreated  and  killed  by  a  gang  of  youths. 
Mother  told  me  I  was  not  to  go  down  to  the  hollow,  because  it 
was  not  safe  for  little  girls.  I  remember  getting  something  to  drag 
behind  me  and  asking  one  or  two  more  children  to  venture  with 
me,  and  going  down  to  the  hollow  to  see  if  anything  really  did 
happen  to  you.  Although  it  is  so  long  ago,  I  can  still  feel  the  thrill 
of  marching  down  and  seeing  for  myself.  This  I  suppose  was  the 
beginning  of  my  habit  of  testing  things  for  myself  and  not  taking 
facts  and  opinions  ready-made. 


Four 


Without  Stopping  (1972)  by  Paul  Bowles  (1910-1999), 
American  composer  and  writer 

Bowles’s  autobiography  begins  with  an  epiphany  at  age  four  and 
continues  until  we  join  him  in  his  adopted  home  of  Tangiers, 
Morocco,  when  he  was  sixty.  Born  in  New  York  in  1910,  Bowles 
had  a  successful  career  as  a  composer  and  music  critic,  before  pub- 
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lishing  his  first  and  most  famous  novel,  The  Sheltering  Sky,  in  1949. 
While  his  autobiography  is  rich  in  anecdote,  exotic  locales,  and 
famous  names,  it  is  scant  on  personal  revelations.  The  author’s 
friend  and  fellow  writer  William  Burroughs  joked  that  it  should 
have  been  called  Without  Telling. 

Kneeling  on  a  chair  and  clutching  the  gilded  top  rung  of  its 
back,  I  stared  at  the  objects  on  the  shelves  of  the  cabinet.  To 
the  left  of  the  gold  clock  was  an  old  pewter  tankard.  When  I  had 
looked  at  it  for  a  while,  I  said  the  word  “mug”  aloud.  It  looked 
like  my  own  silver  mug  at  home,  from  which  I  drank  my  milk. 
“Mug,”  I  said  again,  and  the  word  sounded  so  strange  that  I  con¬ 
tinued  to  say  it,  again  and  again,  until  I  found  myself  losing 
touch  with  its  meaning.  This  astonished  me;  it  also  gave  me  a 
vague  feeling  of  unease.  How  could  “mug”  not  mean  mug? 

The  room  was  very  quiet.  I  was  alone  in  that  part  of  the 
house.  Suddenly  the  gold  clock  chimed  four  times.  As  soon  as 
the  last  stroke  was  stilled,  I  realised  that  something  important 
was  happening.  I  was  four  years  old,  the  clock  had  struck  four, 
and  “mug”  meant  mug.  Therefore  I  was  I,  I  was  there,  and  it  was 
that  precise  moment  and  no  other.  A  satisfying  new  experi¬ 
ence,  to  be  able  to  say  all  this  with  certainty. 

A  Narrative  of  the  Life  of  Mrs.  Charlotte  Charke  (1755)  by 
Charlotte  Charke  (1713-1760),  English  actress  and  bush 
nesswoman 

Charke  was  inspired  to  write  her  memoirs  in  part  by  her  father,  the  actor 
Colley  Cibber,  who  published  his  own  autobiography  in  1740.  She  had 
risen  to  fame  as  an  actress,  playing  “breeches  parts,”,  or  roles  for  men, 
but  after  becoming  estranged  from  Cibber  and  finding  it  difficult  to  get 
acting  work,  she  embarked  on  a  new  life  as  a  businesswoman.  When  her 
various  ventures  failed,  she  began  to  wear  men’s  clothing  off-stage, 
courting  an  heiress  in  order  to  cheat  her  out  of  money,  and  became  a 
waiter  at  a  pub,  a  valet  for  a  lord,  and  a  traveling  player.  Charke  hoped 
her  scandalous  memoirs  would  make  her  a  fortune,  but  she  sold  the 
copyright  for  pennies  and  died  in  poverty  five  years  after  its  publication, 
at  the  age  of  forty-seven. 
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As  I  have  promis’d  to  conceal  nothing  that  might  raise  a 
Laugh,  I  shall  begin  with  a  small  Specimen  of  my  former 
Madness,  when  I  was  but  four  Years  of  Age.  Having,  even  then, 
a  passionate  Fondness  for  a  Perriwig,  I  crawl’d  out  of  Bed  one 
Summer’s  Morning  at  Twickenham,  where  my  Father  had  Part  of 
a  House  and  Gardens  for  the  Season,  and,  taking  it  into  my  small 
Pate,  that  by  Dint  of  a  Wig  and  a  Waistcoat,  I  should  be  the  per¬ 
fect  Representative  of  my  Sire  [my  father],  I  crept  softly  into  the 
Servants-Hall,  where  I  had  the  Night  before  espied  all  Things  in 
Order,  to  perpetrate  the  happy  Design  I  had  framed  for  the  next 
Morning’s  Expedition.  Accordingly  I  paddled  down  the  Stairs, 
taking  with  me  my  Shoes,  Stockings,  and  little  Dimity  Coat, 
which  I  artfully  contrived  to  pin  up,  as  well  as  I  could,  to  supply 
the  Want  of  a  Pair  of  Breeches.  By  the  Help  of  a  long  Broom,  I 
took  down  a  Waistcoat  of  my  Brother’s,  and  an  enormous  bushy 
Tie-wig  of  my  Father’s,  which  entirely  enclos’d  my  Head  and 
Body,  with  the  Knots  of  the  Ties  thumping  my  little  Heels  as  I 
march’d  along,  with  slow  and  solemn  Pace.  The  Covert  of  Hair 
in  which  I  was  conceal’d,  with  the  Weight  of  a  monstrous  Belt 
and  large  Silver-hiked  Sword,  that  I  could  scarce  drag  along,  was 
a  vast  Impediment  in  my  Procession:  And,  what  still  added  to 
the  other  Inconveniences  I  labour’d  under,  was  whelming  myself 
under  one  of  my  Father’s  large  Beaver-hats,  laden  with  Lace,  as 
thick  and  as  broad  as  a  Brickbat. 

Being  thus  accoutred,  I  began  to  consider  that  ’twould  be 
impossible  for  me  to  pass  for  Mr  Cibber  [my  father]  in  Girl’s 
Shoes,  therefore  took  an  Opportunity  to  slip  out  of  Doors  after 
the  Gardener,  who  went  to  his  Work,  and  roll’d  myself  into  a 
dry  Ditch,  which  was  as  deep  as  I  was  high;  and  in  this 
Grotesque  Pygmy-State,  walk’d  up  and  down  the  Ditch,  bow¬ 
ing  to  all  who  came  by  me.  But,  behold,  the  Oddity  of  my 
Appearance  soon  assembled  a  Croud  about  me;  which  yielded 
me  no  small  Joy,  as  I  conceiv’d  their  Risibility  on  this  Occasion 
to  be  Marks  of  Approbation,  and  walk’d  myself  into  a  Fever,  in 
the  happy  Thought  of  being  taken  for  the  Squire. 

When  the  family  arose,  ’till  which  Time  I  had  employ’d 
myself  in  this  regular  March  in  my  Ditch,  I  was  the  first  Thing 
enquir’d  after,  and  miss’d;  ’till  Mrs  Heron,  the  Mother  of  the 
late  celebrated  Actress  of  that  Name,  happily  espied  me,  and 
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directly  call’d  forth  the  whole  Family  to  be  Witness  of  my  State 
and  Dignity. 

The  Drollery  of  my  Figure  render’d  it  impossible,  assisted  by 
the  Fondness  of  both  Father  and  Mother,  to  be  angry  with  me; 
but,  alas!  I  was  borne  off  on  the  Footman’s  Shoulders,  to  my 
Shame  and  Disgrace,  and  forc’d  into  my  proper  Habiliments. 

Speak,  Memory:  An  Autobiography  Revisited  (1966)  by 
Vladimir  Nabokov  (1899-1977),  Russian' American  writer 

Nabokov  first  published  his  series  of  autobiographical  sketches  in 
American  magazines  from  1948  to  1951,  later  revising  them  for  the 
book- length  Speak,  Memory:  An  Autobiography  Revisited.  By  revisiting 
the  details  of  his  past,  the  great  novelist  could  effectively  return  to  the 
settings  of  his  Russian  childhood — including  the  city  of  St. 
Petersburg,  where  he  was  bom  in  1899,  and  which  his  aristocratic 
family  fled  in  the  aftermath  of  the  Bolshevik  Revolution.  Nabokov 
would  never  actually  return  to  Russia.  This  most  literary  of  memoirs — 
a  sublimely  lyrical  meditation  on  memory,  transcendence,  and  imagi¬ 
nation — elevates  autobiographical  form  to  the  level  of  highest  art. 

It  was  the  primordial  cave  (and  not  what  Freudian  mystics  might 
suppose)  that  lay  behind  the  games  I  played  when  I  was  four.  A 
big  cretonne-covered  divan,  white  with  black  trefoils,  in  one  of 
the  drawing  rooms  at  Vyra  rises  in  my  mind,  like  some  massive 
product  of  a  geological  upheaval  before  the  beginning  of  history. 
History  begins  (with  the  promise  of  fair  Greece)  not  far  from  one 
end  of  this  divan,  where  a  large  potted  hydrangea  shrub,  with  pale 
blue  blossoms  and  some  greenish  ones,  half  conceals,  in  a  comer 
of  the  room,  the  pedestal  of  a  marble  bust  of  Diana.  On  the  wall 
against  which  the  divan  stands,  another  phase  of  history  is  marked 
by  a  gray  engraving  in  an  ebony  frame — one  of  those  Napoleonic- 
battle  pictures  in  which  the  episodic  and  the  allegoric  are  the  real 
adversaries  and  where  one  sees,  all  grouped  together  on  the  same 
plane  of  vision,  a  wounded  drummer,  a  dead  horse,  trophies,  one 
soldier  about  to  bayonet  another,  and  the  invulnerable  emperor 
posing  with  his  generals  amid  the  frozen  fray. 

With  the  help  of  some  grown-up  person,  who  would  use  first 
both  hands  and  then  a  powerful  leg,  the  divan  would  be  moved 
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several  inches  away  from  the  wall,  so  as  to  form  a  narrow  pas¬ 
sage  which  I  would  be  further  helped  to  roof  snugly  with  the 
divan’s  bolsters  and  close  up  at  the  ends  with  a  couple  of  its 
cushions.  I  then  had  the  fantastic  pleasure  of  creeping  through 
that  pitch-dark  tunnel,  where  I  lingered  a  little  to  listen  to  the 
singing  in  my  ears — that  lonesome  vibration  so  familiar  to 
small  boys  in  dusty  hiding  places — and  then,  in  a  burst  of  deli¬ 
cious  panic,  on  rapidly  thudding  hands  and  knees  I  would  reach 
the  tunnel’s  far  end,  push  its  cushion  away,  and  be  welcomed  by 
a  mesh  of  sunshine  on  the  parquet  under  the  canework  of  a 
Viennese  chair  and  two  gamesome  flies  settling  by  turns.  A 
dreamier  and  more  delicate  sensation  was  provided  by  another 
cave  game,  when  upon  awakening  in  the  early  morning  I  made 
a  tent  of  my  bedclothes  and  let  my  imagination  play  in  a  thou¬ 
sand  dim  ways  with  shadowy  snowslides  of  linen  and  with  the 
faint  light  that  seemed  to  penetrate  my  penumbral  covert  from 
some  immense  distance,  where  I  fancied  that  strange,  pale  ani¬ 
mals  roamed  in  a  landscape  of  lakes.  The  recollection  of  my 
crib,  with  its  lateral  nets  of  fluffy  cotton  cords,  bring  back,  too, 
the  pleasure  of  handling  a  certain  beautiful,  delightfully  solid, 
garnet-dark  crystal  egg  left  over  from  some  unremembered 
Easter;  I  used  to  chew  a  comer  of  the  bedsheet  until  it  was  thor¬ 
oughly  soaked  and  then  wrap  the  egg  in  it  tightly,  so  as  to 
admire  and  re-lick  the  warm,  ruddy  glitter  of  the  snugly 
enveloped  facets  that  came  seeping  through  with  a  miraculous 
completeness  of  glow  and  color  .  .  . 

How  small  the  cosmos  (a  kangaroo’s  pouch  would  hold  it), 
how  paltry  and  puny  in  comparison  to  human  consciousness,  to 
a  single  individual  recollection,  and  its  expression  in  words!  I 
may  be  inordinately  fond  of  my  earliest  impressions,  but  then  I 
have  reason  to  be  grateful  to  them.  They  led  the  way  to  a  ver¬ 
itable  Eden  of  visual  and  tactile  sensations.  One  night,  during 
a  trip  abroad,  in  the  fall  of  1903,  I  recall  kneeling  on  my  (flat- 
tish)  pillow  at  the  window  of  a  sleeping  car  (probably  on  the 
long-extinct  Mediterranean  Train  de  Luxe,  the  one  whose  six 
cars  had  the  lower  part  of  their  body  painted  in  umber  and  the 
panels  in  cream)  and  seeing  with  an  inexplicable  pang,  a  hand¬ 
ful  of  fabulous  lights  that  beckoned  to  me  from  a  distant  hill¬ 
side,  and  then  slipped  into  a  pocket  of  black  velvet:  diamonds 


36  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

that  I  later  gave  away  to  my  characters  to  alleviate  the  burden 
of  my  wealth.  I  had  probably  managed  to  undo  and  push  up  the 
tight  tooled  blind  at  the  head  of  my  berth,  and  my  heels  were 
cold,  but  I  still  kept  kneeling  and  peering.  Nothing  is  sweeter 
or  stranger  than  to  ponder  those  first  thrills.  They  belong  to  the 
harmonious  world  of  a  perfect  childhood  and,  as  such,  possess 
a  naturally  plastic  form  in  one’s  memory,  which  can  be  set 
down  with  hardly  any  effort;  it  is  only  starting  with  the  recol¬ 
lections  of  one’s  adolescence  that  Mnemosyne  begins  to  get 
choosy  and  crabbed.  I  would  moreover  submit  that,  in  regard  to 
the  power  of  hoarding  up  impressions,  Russian  children  of  my 
generation  passed  through  a  period  of  genius,  as  if  destiny  were 
loyally  trying  what  it  could  for  them  by  giving  them  more  than 
their  share,  in  view  of  the  cataclysm  that  was  to  remove  com¬ 
pletely  the  world  they  had  known.  Genius  disappeared  when 
everything  had  been  stored,  just  as  it  does  with  those  other, 
more  specialized  child  prodigies — pretty,  curly-headed  young¬ 
sters  waving  batons  or  taming  enormous  pianos,  who  eventu¬ 
ally  turn  into  second-rate  musicians  with  sad  eyes  and  obscure 
ailments  and  something  vaguely  misshapen  about  their 
eunuchoid  hindquarters.  But  even  so,  the  individual  mystery 
remains  to  tantalize  the  memoirist.  Neither  in  environment 
nor  in  heredity  can  I  find  the  exact  instrument  that  fashioned 
me,  the  anonymous  roller  that  pressed  upon  my  life  a  certain 
intricate  watermark  whose  unique  design  becomes  visible  when 
the  lamp  of  art  is  made  to  shine  through  life’s  foolscap. 

Before  Night  Falls:  A  Memoir  (1992)  by  Reinaldo  Arenas 
(1943-1990),  Cuban  writer 

Arenas  dictated  his  memoir  into  a  tape-machine,  terminally  ill  with 
AIDS  and  too  physically  weak  to  write,  completing  it  in  the  months 
leading  up  to  his  suicide  at  the  age  of  forty-seven.  He  was  bom  into  an 
impoverished  family  in  rural  Cuba  in  1943.  As  a  teenager,  Arenas  fought 
in  the  Cuban  Revolution.  Outspoken  in  his  political  beliefs  and  his 
homosexuality,  he  was  sent  to  prison  for  “ideological  deviation”  in  1973; 
later  he  was  tortured  and  forced  to  renounce  his  work.  In  1980,  Arenas 
exiled  himself  to  New  York  City.  His  memoir  remains  a  vivid  testament 
of  the  writer’s  struggle  to  remain  free;  artistically,  sexually,  and  politically. 
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I  think  the  splendor  of  my  childhood  was  unique  because  it  was 
absolute  poverty  but  also  absolute  freedom;  out  in  the  open, 
surrounded  by  trees,  animals,  apparitions,  and  people  who  were 
indifferent  toward  me.  My  existence  was  not  even  justified, 
nobody  cared.  This  gave  me  an  incredible  opportunity  to  escape 
it  all  without  anyone  worrying  about  where  I  was  or  when  I 
would  return.  I  used  to  climb  trees,  and  everything  seemed  much 
more  beautiful  from  up  there.  I  could  embrace  the  world  in  its 
completeness  and  feel  a  harmony  that  I  could  not  experience 
down  below,  with  the  clamor  of  my  aunts,  the  cursing  of  my 
grandfather,  or  the  cackling  of  the  hens  .  .  .  Trees  have  a  secret 
life  that  is  only  revealed  to  those  willing  to  climb  them.  To  climb 
a  tree  is  to  slowly  discover  a  unique  world,  rhythmic,  magical, 
and  harmonious,  with  its  worms,  insects,  birds,  and  other  living 
things,  all  apparently  insignificant  creatures,  telling  us  their 
secrets. 

Six  Records  of  a  Floating  Life  (1809)  by  Shen  Fu 
(1763-after  1809),  Chinese  civil  servant,  painter,  and 
writer 

This  classic  work  of  Chinese  autobiography  was  written  around  1809, 
to  be  discovered  and  published  after  its  author’s  death.  Each  record 
deals  with  a  different  aspect  of  Shen  Fu’s  life — the  excerpt  that  follows 
is  from  the  second  record,  “The  Pleasures  of  Leisure,”  in  which  he 
writes  about  his  favorite  pasttimes.  Shen  Fu  was  bom  in  Shoochow, 
China,  the  eldest  son  of  a  secretary  to  a  magistrate.  After  being 
apprenticed  to  his  father’s  profession,  he  worked  briefly  in  the  brew¬ 
ing  business  before  taking  work  as  a  secretary,  teacher,  and  merchant. 
From  1807  onward,  nothing  is  known  of  his  life,  except  that  he 
achieved  some  recognition  as  a  painter  and  wrote  his  masterpiece. 

When  I  was  small  I  could  stare  directly  at  the  sun  with  my 
eyes  wide  open.  I  could  see  the  smallest  things  clearly  and 
often  took  an  almost  mystic  pleasure  in  making  out  the  patterns 
on  them.  During  the  summer,  whenever  I  heard  the  sound  of  mos¬ 
quitoes  swarming,  I  would  pretend  they  were  a  flock  of  cranes 
dancing  across  the  open  sky,  and  in  my  imagination  they  actually 
would  become  hundreds  of  cranes.  I  would  look  at  them  so  long 
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my  neck  became  stiff.  At  night  I  would  let  mosquitoes  inside  my 
mosquito  netting,  blow  smoke  at  them,  and  imagine  that  what  I 
saw  were  white  cranes  flying,  soaring  through  blue  clouds.  It  really 
did  look  like  cranes  flying  among  the  clouds,  and  it  was  a  sight  that 
delighted  me.  I  would  often  squat  down  by  unkempt  grassy  places 
in  flower  beds  or  by  niches  in  walls,  low  enough  so  that  my  head 
was  level  with  them,  and  concentrate  so  carefully  that  to  me  the 
grass  became  a  forest  and  the  insects  became  animals.  Imagining 
that  small  mounds  of  earth  were  hills  and  that  shallow  holes  were 
valleys,  I  let  my  spirit  wander  there  in  happiness  and  contentment. 

Once  while  I  was  concentrating  all  my  attention  on  two 
insects  battling  in  the  grass,  a  giant  suddenly  appeared, 
knocking  down  the  mountains  and  pulling  up  the  trees.  It 
was  nothing  but  a  toad,  but  with  one  flick  of  his  tongue  he 
swallowed  both  the  insects.  I  was  small,  and  because  I  had 
been  so  caught  up  in  the  scene  I  could  not  help  being  fright¬ 
ened.  When  I  had  calmed  down,  I  caught  the  toad,  spanked 
it  severely,  and  expelled  it  to  a  neighbour’s  yard. 


Five 


The  Confessions  (1782-1789)  by  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau 
(1712-1778),  French  philosopher 

Rousseau  was  bom  in  Geneva,  Switzerland,  in  1712.  After  his 
mother’s  death  giving  birth  to  him,  he  was  brought  up  by  his  father. 
Largely  self-educated,  Rousseau  moved  to  France  and  began  to  write 
his  great  works  of  political  philosophy  while  still  in  his  twenties.  He 
started  work  on  his  autobiographical  masterpiece  in  1766,  giving  his 
Confessions  the  same  title  as  St.  Augustine’s  famous  autobiography. 
Unlike  his  predecessor,  Rousseau  did  not  seek  to  define  himself  in 
relation  to  God,  but  rather  as  an  autonomous  individual.  In  doing  so, 
he  helped  pave  the  way  for  modem  autobiography  and  democratic 
thinking  alike. 

I  felt  before  I  thought;  it  is  the  common  lot  of  humanity.  I  felt  it 
more  than  anyone  else.  I  do  not  know  what  I  was,  until  I  was 
five  or  six  years  old;  I  do  not  know  how  I  learned  to  read;  I  only 
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remember  myself  from  when  I  first  read  and  the  effect  of  it  on  me; 
it  is  the  time  from  which  I  date,  without  interruption,  my  aware¬ 
ness  of  myself.  My  mother  had  left  some  novels.  We  set  about  read¬ 
ing  them  after  dinner,  my  father  and  I.  In  the  beginning  it  was  only 
a  question  of  practising  reading  by  way  of  amusing  books;  but  soon 
my  interest  became  so  intense  that  we  read,  taking  turns,  without 
stopping,  and  passed  nights  at  this  occupation.  We  could  only  ever 
stop  at  the  end  of  a  volume.  Sometimes  my  father,  hearing  the 
swallows  in  the  morning,  said,  all  ashamed,  “Let’s  go  to  bed;  I’m 
more  of  a  child  than  you.” 

In  little  time  I  acquired,  by  this  dangerous  method,  not  only 
an  extreme  ease  in  reading  and  in  comprehending  myself,  but 
a  unique  understanding,  for  my  age,  of  the  passions.  I  had  no 
idea  about  things  I  came  across,  but  all  the  feelings  were  already 
familiar  to  me.  I  had  conceived  nothing;  I  had  felt  everything. 
These  confused  emotions,  that  I  experienced  in  rapid  succes¬ 
sion,  did  not  in  any  way  distort  my  ability  to  reason,  as  yet 
unformed;  but  they  created  within  me  one  of  another  calibre 
and  gave  me  bizarre  and  romantic  notions  about  human  exis¬ 
tence,  which  experience  and  reflection  have  never  been  able  to 
cure  me  of. 

My  Life  (1558-1562)  by  Benvenuto  Cellini  (1500-1571),  Italian 
goldsmith  and  sculptor 

For  Cellini,  the  necessary  seclusion  to  write  his  autobiography  arrived 
in  1558,  while  he  was  under  house  arrest  on  charges  of  sodomy.  He 
was  bom  in  Florence  in  1500,  the  son  of  a  musician,  and  became 
apprenticed  to  a  Florentine  goldsmith  at  the  age  of  fifteen.  Cellini’s 
rambunctious  and  often  unreliable  storytelling  reveals  a  character  of 
great  impetuosity,  complexity,  rebelliousness,  and  frequent  violence 
(he  commits  murder  twice  in  the  course  of  the  narrative).  My  Life  was 
not  published  in  its  author’s  lifetime.  After  Cellini’s  death  in  Florence 
in  1571,  the  manuscript  languished  until  it  was  rediscovered  and  put 
into  print  in  1728. 

When  I  was  around  five  years  old,  my  father,  Giovanni,  was 
in  one  of  our  small  rooms — in  which  we  had  done  the 
washing  and  lit  a  good  fire  made  with  little  sticks  of  oak — play- 
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ing  his  violin  and  singing  alone  around  the  fire.  It  was  very  cold: 
from  time  to  time,  looking  into  the  fire,  he  could  see  a  small  ani¬ 
mal  like  a  lizard  in  the  middle  of  the  brightest  flames,  which  was 
enjoying  itself  in  the  strongest  blaze.  Suddenly  realizing  what  it 
was,  he  called  my  sister  and  me  and  pointed  it  out  to  us  children, 
then  he  gave  me  such  a  hard  smack  that  I  burst  straight  into 
tears.  Then  he  gently  consoled  me,  saying  this:  “My  dear  little 
boy,  I  am  not  being  mean  to  you  because  of  what  you  have  done, 
but  only  so  that  you  remember  that  that  lizard  you  saw  in  the  fire 
is  a  salamander,  which,  so  far  as  we  know,  has  never  been  seen 
before  by  anyone  else.”  And  then  he  kissed  me  and  gave  me 
some  coins. 

Father  and  Son  (1907)  by  Edmund  Gosse  (1849-1928), 
English  critic  and  poet 

Edmund  Gosse  was  bom  in  London  in  1849,  the  only  child  of  Philip 
Henry  Gosse,  a  Christian  fundamentalist  and  prominent  zoologist 
who  publicly  disputed  the  evolutionary  theories  of  Charles  Darwin.  In 
this  memoir  about  his  relationship  with  his  father,  the  younger  Gosse 
describes  the  growing  rift  between  father  and  son — in  part  caused  by 
Edmund’s  embracing  of  modem  science.  When  the  book  first 
appeared,  Gosse’s  father  had  been  dead  for  twenty  years,  and  yet  his 
son — who  had  since  become  a  well-known  author  of  histories,  biogra¬ 
phies,  poetry,  and  criticism — still  felt  it  necessary  to  publish  anony¬ 
mously,  concealing  the  identities  of  those  described.  He  revealed  he 
was  the  book’s  author  in  its  fourth  edition. 

My  Father  and  Mother,  in  their  serene  discipline  of  me, 
never  argued  with  one  another,  never  even  differed;  their 
wills  seemed  absolutely  one.  My  Mother  always  deferred  to  my 
Father,  and  in  his  absence  spoke  of  him  to  me,  as  if  he  were  all¬ 
wise.  I  confused  him  in  some  sense  with  God;  at  all  events  I 
believed  that  my  Father  knew  everything  and  saw  everything. 
One  morning  in  my  sixth  year,  my  Mother  and  I  were  alone  in 
the  morning  room,  when  my  Father  came  in  and  announced 
some  fact  to  us.  I  was  standing  on  the  rug,  gazing  at  him,  and 
when  he  made  this  statement,  I  remember  turning  quickly,  in 
embarrassment,  and  looking  into  the  fire.  The  shock  to  me  was 
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as  that  of  a  thunderbolt,  for  what  my  Father  had  said  “was  not 
true.”  My  Mother  and  I,  who  had  been  present  at  the  trifling 
incident,  were  aware  that  it  had  not  happened  exactly  as  it  had 
been  reported  to  him.  My  Mother  gently  told  him  so,  and  he 
accepted  the  correction.  Nothing  could  possibly  have  been  more 
trifling  to  my  parents,  but  to  me  it  meant  an  epoch.  Here  was  the 
appalling  discovery,  never  suspected  before,  that  my  Father  was 
not  as  God,  and  did  not  know  everything.  The  shock  was  not 
caused  by  any  suspicion  that  he  was  not  telling  the  truth,  as  it 
appeared  to  him,  but  by  the  awful  proof  that  he  was  not,  as  I  had 
supposed,  omniscient. 

This  experience  was  followed  by  another,  which  confirmed 
the  first,  but  carried  me  a  great  deal  further.  In  our  little  back 
garden,  my  Father  had  built  up  a  rockery  for  ferns  and  mosses, 
and  from  the  water  supply  of  the  house  he  had  drawn  a  leaden 
pipe  so  that  it  pierced  upwards  through  the  rockery  and  pro¬ 
duced,  when  a  tap  was  turned,  a  pretty,  silvery  parasol  of  water. 
The  pipe  was  exposed  somewhere  near  the  foot  of  the  rockery. 
One  day,  two  workmen,  who  were  doing  some  repairs,  left  their 
tools  during  the  dinner  hour  in  the  back  garden,  and  as  I  was 
marching  about  I  suddenly  thought  that  to  see  whether  one  of 
these  tools  could  make  a  hole  in  the  pipe  would  be  attractive. 
It  did  make  such  a  hole,  quite  easily,  and  then  the  matter 
escaped  my  mind.  But  a  day  or  two  afterwards,  when  my  Father 
came  in  to  dinner,  he  was  very  angry.  He  had  turned  the  tap, 
and  instead  of  the  fountain  arching  at  the  summit,  there  had 
been  a  rush  of  water  through  a  hole  at  the  foot.  The  rockery 
was  absolutely  ruined. 

Of  course,  I  realized  in  a  moment  what  I  had  done,  and  I  sat 
frozen  with  alarm,  waiting  to  be  denounced.  But  my  Mother 
remarked  on  the  visit  of  the  plumbers  two  or  three  days  before, 
and  my  Father  instantly  took  up  the  suggestion.  No  doubt  that 
was  it;  the  mischievous  fellows  had  thought  it  amusing  to  stab 
the  pipe  and  spoil  the  fountain.  No  suspicion  fell  on  me;  no 
question  was  asked  of  me.  I  sat  there,  turned  to  stone  within, 
but  outwardly  sympathetic  and  with  unchecked  appetite  .  .  . 

In  the  first  place,  the  theory  that  my  Father  was  omniscient 
or  infallible  was  now  dead  and  buried.  He  probably  knew  very 
little;  in  this  case  he  had  not  known  a  fact  of  such  importance 
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that  if  you  did  not  know  that,  it  could  hardly  matter  what  you 
knew.  My  Father,  as  a  deity,  as  a  natural  force  of  immense  pres¬ 
tige,  fell  in  my  eyes  to  a  human  level.  In  future,  his  statements 
about  things  in  general  need  not  be  accepted  implicitly.  But  of 
all  the  thoughts  which  rushed  upon  my  savage  and  undeveloped 
little  brain  at  this  crisis,  the  most  curious  was  that  I  had  found  a 
companion  and  a  confidant  in  myself.  There  was  a  secret  in  this 
world  and  it  belonged  to  me  and  to  a  somebody  who  lived  in  the 
same  body  with  me.  There  were  two  of  us,  and  we  could  talk 
with  one  another.  It  is  difficult  to  define  impressions  so  rudi¬ 
mentary,  but  it  is  certain  that  it  was  in  this  dual  form  that  the 
sense  of  my  individuality  now  suddenly  descended  upon  me, 
and  it  is  equally  certain  that  it  was  a  great  solace  to  me  to  find 
a  sympathizer  in  my  own  breast. 

Loitering  With  Intent:  The  Child  (1992)  by  Peter  O’Toole 
(1932-  ),  Anglo-Irish  actor 

In  the  first  volume  of  his  memoirs,  O’Toole,  who  was  bom  in  County 
Galway,  Ireland,  describes  his  boyhood  and  youth  in  Leeds  and 
London,  England,  in  the  period  during  and  after  the  Second  World 
War.  A  sequel,  LoiteringWith  Intent:  The  Apprentice  (1997),  deals  with 
his  year  attending  the  Royal  Academy  of  Dramatic  Arts  in  London  as 
a  young  man.  O’Toole  has  appeared  in  more  than  seventy  films,  and 
continues  to  perform. 

Who  was  the  villain  who  assured  me  that  there  was  no 
Father  Christmas?  There  was  most  certainly  a  Father 
Christmas.  Didn’t  he  come  down  the  bloody  chimney,  knock 
back  the  tumbler  of  whiskey  provided  by  my  father,  fill  up  our 
stockings  with  oranges,  nuts,  gobstoppers,  a  new  penny,  and  a 
sheriff’s  star,  and  then  piss  off  back  up  the  chimney  again?  To  be 
sure  he  did.  I’ll  fling  that  villain’s  lies  back  in  his  teeth!  I  shall 
creep  down  from  my  bedroom,  past  the  sleeping  loyal  McGilligan 
[the  dog],  sit  unseen  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs,  and  watch  our 
munificent,  white-whiskered  visitor  from  the  North  Pole  tumble 
onto  the  hearth-rug  and  go  about  his  merry  old  business. 

Now,  in  the  days  before  the  modem  architect  decided  that 
we  had  no  practical  use  for  the  street  and  Christmas  trees  were 
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small  and  put  up  only  on  the  actual  eve  of  the  event,  the  ways 
of  towns  and  cities  were  often  lined  with  various  shops  selling 
goods  to  customers  and  putting  the  purchases  into  brown  paper 
bags.  If  you  puckered  the  opening  of  the  bag  between  an  encir¬ 
cling  thumb  and  finger,  blew  deeply  into  it,  squeezed  the 
pucker  tightly,  and  then  gave  the  inflated  paper  bag  a  fair  old 
smack  with  the  flat  of  your  free  hand,  it  would  explode  with  a 
delightfully  loud  report. 

I  am  sitting  in  my  pyjamas  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs, 
inspecting  the  dark  living  room  through  the  crack  left  after  I’d 
opened  the  door  just  a  touch.  Someone  is  coming  into  the 
room,  all  right,  but  not  down  the  chimney.  The  door  from  the 
passageway  has  opened,  letting  in  some  figures  and  a  little  light, 
but  now  the  door  has  been  shut  again  and  all  is  dark  once  more. 
Bumping  about  I  can  hear  and  my  mother’s  voice  chuckling 
and  giggling.  Daddy’s  voice  I  can  hear  now,  praying  aloud  to 
Jesus  Christ  and  then  gurgling  out  quietly  my  mother’s  pet 
name,  “Connie,”  he  wheezes,  “Connie.”  The  light  snaps  sud¬ 
denly  on  and  there  is  Daddy,  sitting  on  the  floor,  his  bowler  hat 
tilted  over  one  eye,  cradling  in  his  arms  a  Christmas  tree. 
Mummy  is  standing  with  one  hand  on  the  light  switch,  her  legs 
are  crossed,  she  is  shaking  and  crying  with  silent  laughter,  her 
arms  are  through  the  handles  of  carrier  bags,  there  are  other 
bags  on  the  carpet  and  brown  paper  bags  strewn  all  the  way  to 
where  Daddy  sits.  The  determined  little  sight  of  me  seems  to 
quiet  and  surprise  them  a  bit,  as  it  quite  rightly  should.  When 
I  firmly  ask  of  them  if  Father  Christmas  is  coming,  they  are,  at 
first,  silent,  but  very  shortly  Daddy  begins  praying  again  while 
Mummy  now  bends  double  making  hooting  noises. 

Marching  up  to  my  father  I  repeat:  “Is  Father  Christmas 
coming?”  Daddy  lays  aside  the  Christmas  tree,  picks  up  a  brown 
paper  bag  from  the  floor,  unburdens  it  of  its  contents,  slowly 
rises,  still  holding  the  bag,  walks  in  a  curious  way  to  the  door, 
which  he  opens,  and  then  exits  the  room,  shutting  the  door 
behind  him.  There  is  a  sort  of  silence  for  a  second  or  two,  a 
silence  which  is  burst  by  a  loud  bang.  The  door  opens  and 
Daddy  comes  back  into  the  room.  He  stands  above  me  and 
looks  solemnly  down  at  me  before  pronouncing  very  clearly  to 
me:  “Father  Christmas  has  just  shot  himself.” 


44  -  The  World’s  Best  Met 


Writing 


The  Liars’  Club  (1995)  by  Mary  Karr  (1965-  ),  American 
writer 

Karr’s  memoir  takes  the  reader  inside  the  mind  of  her  cantankerous 
childhood  self.  She  grew  up  in  a  small  Texas  oil  town  in  the  1960s 
alongside  a  feisty,  sarcastic  elder  sister,  an  artistic  but  hard-drinking 
mother,  and  an  equally  hard-drinking,  oil-worker  father.  As  a  young 
woman,  Karr  studied  under  the  great  American  memoirists  Tobias 
Wolff  and  Frank  Conroy  at  Godard  College  in  Vermont.  She  has  pub¬ 
lished  three  books  of  poetry  as  well  as  essays,  criticism,  and  a  sequel  to 
The  Liars’  Club,  called  Cherry. 

Sometimes,  when  my  parents  were  raging  at  each  other  in  the 
kitchen,  Lecia  [my  sister]  and  I  would  talk  about  finding  a 
shack  on  the  beach  to  live  in.  We’d  sit  cross-legged  under  the 
blue  cotton  quilt  with  a  flashlight,  doing  parodies  of  their  fights. 
“Reel  Six,  Tape  Fifty-one.  Let  her  roll,”  Lecia  would  say.  She 
would  clap  her  arms  together  like  a  gator  jaw  as  if  what  we  were 
listening  to  was  only  one  more  take  in  a  long  movie  we  were 
shooting.  She  had  a  way  of  shining  the  flashlight  under  her  chin 
and  sucking  in  her  cheeks,  so  her  eyes  became  hooded  and  her 
cheekbones  got  as  sharp  as  Mother’s.  She  also  had  a  knack  for 
Mother’s  sometime  Yankee  accent,  which  only  came  out  under 
stress  or  chemical  influence.  Think  of  a  young  Katharine 
Hepburn  somehow  infected  with  the  syntax  and  inflections  of  an 
evangelist:  I  wish  that  whatever  God  there  might  be  had  struck  my  car 
with  lightning  before  I  crossed  the  bridge  into  this  goddamned  East 
Texas  Shithole.  Sometimes  she’d  just  cry,  and  Lecia’s  imitation  of 
that  was  crudest:  There’s  no  hope,  there’s  no  hope,  she’d  say  with  a 
Gloria  Swanson  melodrama,  her  wrist  flung  back  to  her  forehead 
like  it  had  been  stapled  there. 

I  always  did  Daddy’s  part,  which  didn’t  require  much  in  the 
way  of  thought,  since  he  was  either  silent  or  his  voice  was  too 
quiet  to  hear.  The  only  thing  he  ever  shouted  clearly  was  You 
kiss  my  ass!  He  sometimes  turned  this  invective  into  a  line  of 
advice  aimed  at  whomever  Mother  found  to  rage  about:  Tell 
them  to  kiss  your  ass,  he’d  say.  “They”  could  be  the  IRS  or  a  pack 
of  Bible-thumpers  knocking  on  our  door  to  convert  us.  “Tell 
them  to  kiss  your  ass”  was  what  you  could  expect  him  to  sug- 
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gest.  (To  this  day  I  have  some  chute  in  my  head  from  which 
“kiss  my  ass”  tumbles.  It’s  truly  amazing  the  number  of  times  it 
seems  applicable.) 

Sometimes  we’d  hear  a  crash  or  the  sound  of  a  body  hitting 
the  linoleum,  and  then  we’d  go  streaking  in  there  in  our  paja¬ 
mas  to  see  who’d  thrown  what  or  who’d  passed  out.  If  they  were 
still  halfway  conscious,  they’d  scare  us  back  to  bed.  “Git  back  to 
bed.  This  ain’t  nothing  to  do  with  you,”  Daddy  would  say,  or 
Mother  would  point  at  us  and  say,  “Don’t  talk  to  me  like  that  in 
front  of  these  kids!”  Once  I  heard  Daddy  roar  up  out  of  sleep 
when  Mother  had  apparently  dumped  a  glass  of  vodka  on  him, 
after  which  she  broke  and  ran  for  the  back  door.  We  got  into  the 
kitchen  in  time  to  see  him  dragging  her  back  to  the  kitchen 
sink,  where  he  systematically  filled  three  glasses  of  water  and 
emptied  them  on  her  head.  That  was  one  of  the  rare  nights  that 
ended  with  them  laughing.  In  fact,  it  put  them  in  such  a  good 
mood  that  they  took  us  out  to  the  drive-in  to  see  The  Night  of 
the  Iguana  while  they  nuzzled  in  the  front  seat. 

The  Story  of  My  Life  (1903)  by  Helen  Keller  (1880-1968), 
American  writer  and  activist 

Keller  was  bom  in  Alabama  in  1880,  the  daughter  of  a  newspaper  pub¬ 
lisher.  When  she  was  a  year  and  a  half  old,  illness  robbed  her  of  her 
hearing,  vision,  and  ability  to  speak.  While  she  was  still  at  university, 
Keller  wrote  and  published  her  autobiography,  which  quickly  became 
a  bestseller.  She  published  four  subsequent  works  of  memoir  and  was 
an  active  campaigner  for  social  justice  throughout  her  life,  for  the 
equal  rights  of  the  physically  disadvantaged  and  of  women,  and  in  the 
cause  of  pacifism. 

Many  incidents  of  those  early  years  are  fixed  in  my  memory, 
isolated,  but  clear  and  distinct,  making  the  sense  of  that 
silent,  aimless,  dayless  life  all  the  more  intense.  One  day  I  hap¬ 
pened  to  spill  water  on  my  apron,  and  I  spread  it  out  to  dry  before 
the  fire  which  was  flickering  on  the  sitting-room  hearth.  The 
apron  did  not  dry  quickly  enough  to  suit  me,  so  I  drew  nearer  and 
threw  it  right  over  the  hot  ashes.  The  fire  leaped  into  life;  the 
flames  encircled  me  so  that  in  a  moment  my  clothes  were  blaz- 
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ing.  I  made  a  terrified  noise  that  brought  Viny,  my  old  nurse,  to 
the  rescue.  Throwing  a  blanket  over  me,  she  almost  suffocated 
me,  but  she  put  out  the  fire.  Except  for  my  hands  and  hair  I  was 
not  badly  burned. 

About  this  time  I  found  out  the  use  of  a  key.  One  morning  I 
locked  my  mother  up  in  the  pantry,  where  she  was  obliged  to 
remain  three  hours,  as  the  servants  were  in  a  detached  part  of 
the  house.  She  kept  pounding  on  the  door,  while  I  sat  outside 
on  the  porch  steps  and  laughed  with  glee  as  I  felt  the  jar  of  the 
pounding.  This  most  naughty  prank  of  mine  convinced  my  par¬ 
ents  that  I  must  be  taught  as  soon  as  possible.  After  my  teacher, 
Miss  Sullivan,  came  to  me,  I  sought  an  early  opportunity  to  lock 
her  in  her  room.  I  went  upstairs  with  something  which  my 
mother  made  me  understand  I  was  to  give  to  Miss  Sullivan;  but 
no  sooner  had  I  given  it  to  her  than  I  slammed  the  door  to, 
locked  it,  and  hid  the  key  under  the  wardrobe  in  the  hall.  I 
could  not  be  induced  to  tell  where  the  key  was.  My  father  was 
obliged  to  get  a  ladder  and  take  Miss  Sullivan  out  through  the 
window — much  to  my  delight.  Months  after,  I  produced  the  key. 

When  I  was  about  five  years  old  we  moved  from  the  little 
vine-covered  house  to  a  large  new  one.  The  family  consisted  of 
my  father  and  mother,  two  older  half-brothers,  and,  afterward,  a 
little  sister,  Mildred.  My  earliest  distinct  recollection  of  my 
father  is  making  my  way  through  great  drifts  of  newspapers  to 
his  side  and  finding  him  alone,  holding  a  sheet  of  paper  before 
his  face.  I  was  greatly  puzzled  to  know  what  he  was  doing.  I  imi¬ 
tated  this  action,  even  wearing  his  spectacles,  thinking  they 
might  help  solve  the  mystery.  But  I  did  not  find  out  the  secret 
for  several  years.  Then  I  learned  what  those  papers  were,  and 
that  my  father  edited  one  of  them. 

Ake:  The  Years  of  Childhood  (1981)  by  Wole  Soyinka  (1934-  ), 
Nigerian  playwright 

Soyinka’s  memoir  encompasses  the  first  eleven  years  of  his  life  growing 
up  in  the  west  Nigerian  town  of  Ake,  where  he  was  bom  in  1934-  Ake 
teems  with  Soyinka’s  family  members  and  neighbors,  including  his 
headmaster  father,  his  shopkeeper  mother,  the  local  Canon’s  family,  as 
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well  as  his  best  friend,  Osiki.  In  1954  Soyinka  left  Nigeria  for  England, 
where  he  began  writing  plays.  He  returned  home  in  1960  but  was 
accused  of  assisting  rebel  forces  during  the  civil  war  and  was  held  as  a 
political  prisoner,  a  period  described  in  his  1972  memoir,  The  Man  Died: 
Prison  Notes.  In  1986  Soyinka  became  the  first  black  African  to  be 
awarded  the  Nobel  Prize  for  Literature. 

There  was  a  birthday  party  for  one  of  the  Canon’s  children. 

Only  the  children  of  the  parsonage  were  expected  but  I 
passed  the  secret  to  Osiki  and  he  turned  up  at  the  party  in  his  best 
huba.  The  entertainments  had  been  set  up  out  of  doors  in  front  of 
the  house.  I  noticed  that  one  of  the  benches  was  not  properly 
placed,  so  that  it  acted  like  a  see-saw  when  we  sat  on  it  close  to 
the  two  ends.  It  was  an  obvious  idea  for  a  game,  so,  with  the  help 
of  some  of  the  other  children,  we  carried  it  to  an  even  more 
uneven  ground,  rested  its  middle  leg  on  a  low  rock  outcrop,  and 
turned  it  into  a  proper  see-saw.  We  all  took  turns  to  ride  on  it. 

For  a  long  time  it  all  went  without  mishap.  Then  Osiki  got 
carried  away.  He  was  a  bigger  boy  than  I,  so  that  I  had  to  exert 
a  lot  of  energy  to  raise  him  up,  lifting  myself  on  both  hands  and 
landing  with  all  possible  weight  on  my  seat.  Suddenly,  while  he 
was  up  in  his  turn,  it  entered  his  head  to  do  the  same.  The 
result  was  that  I  was  catapulted  up  very  sharply  while  he  landed 
with  such  force  that  the  leg  of  the  bench  broke  on  his  side.  I 
was  flung  in  the  air,  sailed  over  his  head,  and  saw,  for  one  long 
moment,  the  Canon’s  square  residence  rushing  out  to  meet  me. 

It  was  only  after  I  had  landed  that  I  took  much  notice  of 
what  I  had  worn  to  the  party.  It  was  a  yellow  silk  dansiki,  and  I 
now  saw  with  some  surprise  that  it  had  turned  a  bright  crimson, 
though  not  yet  entirely.  But  the  remaining  yellow  was  rapidly 
taking  on  the  new  colour.  My  hair  on  the  left  side  was  matted 
with  blood  and  dirt  and,  just  before  the  afternoon  was  shut  out 
and  I  fell  asleep,  I  wondered  if  it  was  going  to  be  possible  to 
squeeze  the  blood  out  of  the  dansiki  and  pump  it  back  through 
the  gash  which  I  had  located  beneath  my  hair. 

The  house  was  still  and  quiet  when  I  woke  up.  One  moment 
there  had  been  the  noise,  the  shouts  and  laughter,  and  the 
bumpy  ride  of  the  see-saw,  now  silence  and  semi-darkness  and 
the  familiar  walls  of  my  mother’s  bedroom.  Despite  mishaps,  I 
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reflected  that  there  was  something  to  be  said  for  birthdays  and 
began  to  look  forward  to  mine.  My  only  worry  now  was 
whether  I  would  have  recovered  sufficiently  to  go  to  school  and 
invite  all  my  friends .  .  .  When  I  thought  again  of  all  the  blood 
I  had  lost,  it  seemed  to  me  that  I  might  actually  be  bedridden 
for  the  rest  of  the  year.  Everything  depended  on  whether  or  not 
the  blood  on  my  dansiki  had  been  saved  up  and  restored  to  my 
head.  I  raised  it  now  and  turned  towards  the  mirror;  it  was  dif¬ 
ficult  to  tell  because  of  the  heavy  bandage,  but  I  felt  quite  cer¬ 
tain  that  my  head  had  not  shrunk  to  any  alarming  degree. 

The  bedroom  door  opened  and  mother  peeped  in.  Seeing  me 
awake,  she  entered,  and  was  followed  in  by  father  ...  I  studied 
their  faces  intently  as  they  asked  me  how  I  felt,  if  I  had  a  headache 
or  a  fever,  and  if  I  would  like  some  tea.  Neither  would  touch  on 
the  crucial  question,  so  finally  I  decided  to  put  an  end  to  my  sus¬ 
pense.  I  asked  them  what  they  had  done  with  my  dansiki. 

“It’s  going  to  be  washed,”  mother  said,  and  began  to  crush  a 
half-tablet  in  a  spoon  for  me  to  take. 

“What  did  you  do  with  the  blood?” 

She  stopped;  they  looked  at  each  other.  Father  frowned  a  lit¬ 
tle  and  reached  forward  to  place  his  hand  on  my  forehead.  I  shook 
my  head  anxiously,  ignoring  the  throb  of  pain  this  provoked. 

“Have  you  washed  it  away?”  I  persisted. 

Again  they  looked  at  each  other.  Mother  seemed  about  to 
speak  but  fell  silent  as  my  father  raised  his  hand  and  sat  on  the 
bed,  close  to  my  head.  Keeping  his  eyes  on  me  he  drew  out  a 
long,  “No-o-o-o.” 

I  sank  back  in  relief.  “Because,  you  see,  you  mustn’t.  It 
wouldn’t  matter  if  I  had  merely  cut  my  hand  or  stubbed  my  toe 
or  something  like  that — not  much  blood  comes  out  when  that 
happens.  But  I  saw  this  one;  it  was  too  much.  And  it  comes 
from  my  head.  So  you  must  squeeze  it  out  and  pump  it  back 
into  my  head.  That  way  I  can  go  back  to  school  at  once.” 

My  father  nodded  agreement,  smiling.  “How  did  you  know 
that  was  the  right  thing  to  do?” 

I  looked  at  him  in  some  surprise.  “But  everybody  knows.” 

Then  he  wagged  his  finger  at  me,  “Ah-ha,  but  what  you 
don’t  know  is  that  we  have  already  done  it.  It’s  all  back  in 
there,  while  you  were  asleep  ...”  I  was  satisfied.  “I’ll  be  ready 
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for  school  tomorrow,”  I  announced. 

I  was  kept  home  another  three  days.  I  resumed  classes  with 
my  head  still  swathed  in  a  bandage  and  proceeded  to  inform  my 
favourite  classmates  that  the  next  important  event  in  the  par¬ 
sonage  was  going  to  be  my  birthday,  still  some  months  away. 

“The  Treachery  of  Books”  (1994)  by  Alan  Bennett  (1934-  ), 
English  playwright,  actor,  director 

Bennett’s  autobiographical  essay  appeared  in  his  collection  of  journal¬ 
ism,  lectures,  diaries,  and  essays,  called  Writing  Home  (1994).  It 
describes  his  childhood  and  how  books  influenced  (and  often  misled) 
him  as  a  boy.  The  son  of  a  butcher,  Bennett  was  bom  in  Leeds, 
England,  in  1934,.  His  first  stage  play  was  performed  in  1968.  It  was 
followed  by  nineteen  dramas  for  television  and  four  films,  as  well  as 
numerous  stage  works  and  short  stories,  many  of  them  drawing  on  his 
Northern,  working-class  background.  A  second  collection  of  autobio¬ 
graphical  essays,  Untold  Stories,  appeared  in  2005. 

I  was  five  when  the  war  started,  and  Monday  4  September  1939 
should  have  been  my  first  day  at  school;  but  that  was  not  to  be. 

I  wish  I  could  record  our  family  as  gathered  anxiously  ’round  the 
wireless,  as  most  were  at  eleven  o’clock  that  Sunday  morning,  but 
I  already  knew  at  the  age  of  five  that  I  belonged  to  a  family  that 
without  being  in  the  least  bit  remarkable  or  eccentric  yet  man¬ 
aged  never  to  be  quite  like  other  families.  If  we  had  been,  my 
brother  and  I  would  have  been  evacuated  with  all  the  other  chil¬ 
dren  the  week  before,  but  Mam  and  Dad  hadn’t  been  able  to  face 
it.  So,  not  quite  partaking  in  the  national  mood  and,  as  ever, 
unbrushed  by  the  wings  of  history,  Mr  Chamberlain’s  broadcast 
found  us  on  a  tram  going  down  Tong  Road  into  Leeds.  Fearing  the 
worst,  my  parents  had  told  my  brother  and  me  that  we  were  going 
out  into  the  country  that  day  and  we  were  to  have  a  picnic — 
something  I  had  hitherto  only  come  across  in  books.  So  on  that 
fateful  Sunday  morning  what  was  occupying  my  mind  was  the 
imminent  conjunction  of  life  with  literature;  that  I  should 
remember  nothing  of  the  most  momentous  event  in  the  twenti¬ 
eth  century  because  of  the  prospect  of  an  experience  found  in 
books  was,  I  see  now,  a  melancholy  portent. 
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Nor  was  the  lesson  that  life  was  not  going  to  live  up  to  lit¬ 
erature  slow  in  coming,  since  the  much-longed-for  picnic  was¬ 
n’t  eaten  as  picnics  were  in  books,  on  a  snowy  tablecloth  set  in 
a  field  by  a  stream,  but  was  taken  on  a  form  in  the  bus  station 
at  Vicar  Lane,  where  we  waited  half  that  day  for  any  bus  that 
would  take  us  out  of  the  supposedly  doomed  city. 

Early  that  afternoon  a  bus  came,  bound  for  Pateley  Bridge,  the 
other  side  of  Harrogate.  Somewhere  along  the  way,  and  quite  at 
random,  the  four  of  us  got  off  and  our  small  odyssey  was  ended.  It 
was  a  village  called  Wilsill,  in  Nidderdale.  There  were  a  few 
houses,  a  shop,  a  school,  and  a  church,  and,  though  we  were  miles 
from  any  town,  even  here  the  stream  had  been  dammed  to  make 
a  static  water  tank  in  readiness  for  the  firefighters  and  the 
expected  bombs.  Opposite  the  bus  stop  was  a  farm.  My  father  was 
a  shy  man  and,  though  I’m  sure  there  were  many  larger  acts  of 
bravery  being  done  elsewhere  that  day,  to  knock  at  the  door  of  the 
farm  and  ask  some  unknown  people  to  take  us  in  still  seems  to  me 
to  be  heroic.  Their  name  was  Weatherhead  and  they  did  take  us 
in  and  without  question,  as  people  were  being  taken  in  all  over 
England  that  first  week  of  the  war. 

That  night  Dad  took  the  bus  back  to  Leeds,  my  mother 
weeping  as  if  he  were  returning  to  the  front,  and  there  at 
Wilsill  we  stayed — but  for  how  long?  My  brother,  then  aged 
eight,  says  it  was  three  weeks;  to  me,  three  years  younger,  it 
seemed  months;  but,  weeks  or  months,  very  happy  it  was 
until,  once  it  became  plain  that  nothing  was  going  to  happen 
for  a  while,  we  went  back  home,  leaving  Byril  Farm  (which  is 
now,  alas,  not  a  farm  and  has  carriage  lamps)  standing  out  in 
my  mind  as  the  one  episode  in  my  childhood  that  lived  up  to 
the  story-books. 

The  Story  of  My  Boyhood  and  Youth  (1913)  by  John  Muir 
(1838-1914),  Scottish' American  environmentalist 

Published  when  its  author  was  seventy-five,  Muir’s  reminiscences 
describe  his  early  years,  growing  up  in  Scotland  and  then  in  the  United 
States.  He  was  born  in  Dunbar,  Scotland,  in  1838,  and  at  the  age  of 
eleven  emigrated  with  his  family  to  Wisconsin  where,  together  with  his 
brothers,  he  helped  their  father  to  carve  out  a  farm  from  the  wilderness. 
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Throughout  his  youth,  Muir  was  fascinated  by  the  natural  world,  and  as 
an  adult  he  became  instrumental  in  the  movement  to  create  and  pre¬ 
serve  America’s  national  parks. 

The  first  school  day  was  doubtless  full  of  wonders,  but  I  am  not 
able  to  recall  any  of  them.  I  remember  the  servant  washing 
my  face  and  getting  soap  in  my  eyes,  and  Mother  hanging  a  little 
green  bag  with  my  first  book  in  it  around  my  neck  so  I  would  not 
lose  it,  and  its  blowing  back  in  the  sea-wind  like  a  flag.  But  before 
I  was  sent  to  school,  my  grandfather,  as  I  was  told,  had  taught  me 
my  letters  from  shop  signs  across  the  street.  I  can  remember  dis¬ 
tinctly  how  proud  I  was  when  I  had  spelled  my  way  through  the 
little  first  book  into  the  second,  which  seemed  large  and  impor¬ 
tant,  and  so  on  to  the  third.  Going  from  one  book  to  another 
formed  a  grand  triumphal  advancement,  the  memories  of  which 
still  stand  out  in  clear  relief. 

To  the  Is'land.  (1982)  by  Janet  Frame  (1924-2004),  New 
Zealand  writer 

The  first  volume  in  Frame’s  trilogy  of  autobiographies  traces  the  story 
of  her  childhood  and  youth  growing  up  on  the  South  Island  of  New 
Zealand.  It  was  during  this  period  that  her  two  sisters  died  in  separate 
drowning  accidents,  events  which  deeply  affected  Frame.  The  next 
volume,  An  Angel  at  My  Table  (1984),  describes  her  suicide  attempt, 
which  left  her  diagnosed  with  schizophrenia  and  in  psychiatric  hospi¬ 
tals  for  most  of  the  following  decade.  The  final  volume,  The  Envoy 
From  Mirror  City  (1985),  takes  up  Frame’s  story  after  she  has  become 
a  successful  novelist,  around  which  time  she  leams  that  she  had  been 
misdiagnosed.  In  her  autobiographical  writings,  the  reader  witnesses 
Frame  discovering  and  reconstructing  her  identity  through  writing. 

One  morning,  during  my  first  week  at  school,  I  sneaked  into 
Mum  and  Dad’s  bedroom,  opened  the  top  drawer  of  the 
duchesse,  where  the  coins  “brought  back  from  the  war”  were  kept, 
and  helped  myself  to  a  handful.  I  then  went  to  Dad’s  best  trousers 
hanging  behind  the  door,  put  my  hand  in  the  pocket  (how  cold 
and  slippery  the  lining!),  and  took  out  two  coins.  Hearing  some¬ 
one  coming,  I  hastily  thrust  the  money  under  the  duchesse  and 
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left  the  room,  and  later,  when  the  coast  was  clear,  I  retrieved  my 
hoard  and  on  my  way  to  school  stopped  at  Heath’s  store  to  buy 
some  chewing  gum. 

Mr  Heath  looked  sternly  at  me.  “This  money  won’t  buy 
anything,”  he  said.  “It’s  Egyptian.”  “I  know,”  I  lied.  Then, 
handing  him  the  money  from  Dad’s  pocket,  I  asked,  “Will  this 
buy  me  some  chewing  gum?”  “That’s  better,”  he  said,  returning 
yet  another  of  the  coins,  a  farthing. 

Armed  with  a  supply  of  chewing  gum,  I  waited  at  the  door 
of  the  Infant  Room,  a  large  room  with  a  platform  or  stage  at 
one  end,  and  double  doors  opening  onto  Standard  One,  and  as 
the  children  went  into  the  room,  I  gave  each  a  “pillow”  of 
chewing  gum.  Later,  Miss  Botting,  a  woman  in  a  blue  costume 
the  same  color  as  the  castor-oil  bottle,  suddenly  stopped  her 
teaching  and  asked,  “Billy  Delamare,  what  are  you  eating?” 

“Chewing  gum,  Miss  Botting.” 

“Where  did  you  get  it?” 

“From  Jean  Frame,  Miss  Botting.”  (I  was  known  at  school  as 
Jean  and  at  home  as  Nini.) 

“Jean  Frame,  where  did  you  get  the  chewing  gum?” 

“From  Heath’s,  Miss  Botting.” 

’’Where  did  you  get  the  money?” 

“My  father  gave  it  to  me.” 

Evidently  Miss  Botting  did  not  believe  me.  Suddenly  she 
was  determined  to  get  “the  truth”  out  of  me.  She  repeated  her 
question.  “Where  did  you  get  the  money?  I  want  the  truth." 

I  repeated  my  answer,  substituting  dad  for  father. 

“Come  out  here.” 

I  came  out  in  front  of  the  class. 

“Go  up  on  the  platform.” 

I  went  up  onto  the  platform. 

“Now  tell  me  where  you  got  the  money.” 

Determinedly  I  repeated  my  answer. 

Playtime  came.  The  rest  of  the  class  went  out  to  play  while 
Miss  Botting  and  I  grimly  faced  each  other. 

“Tell  me  the  truth,”  she  said. 

I  replied,  “Dad  gave  me  the  money.” 

She  sent  for  Myrtle  and  Bruddie,  who  informed  her  with 
piping  innocence  that  Dad  did  not  give  me  the  money. 
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“Yes,  he  did,”  I  insisted.  “He  called  me  back  when  you  had 
both  gone  to  school.” 

“He  didn’t.” 

“He  did.” 

All  morning  I  stayed  on  the  platform.  The  class  continued 
their  reading  lessons.  I  stayed  on  the  platform  through 
lunchtime  and  into  the  afternoon,  still  refusing  to  confess.  I 
was  beginning  to  feel  afraid,  instead  of  defiant,  as  if  I  hadn’t  a 
friend  in  the  world,  and  because  I  knew  that  Myrtle  and 
Bruddie  would  “tell”  as  soon  as  they  got  home,  I  felt  that  I 
never  wanted  to  go  home  ...  I  held  out  obstinately  until  mid- 
afternoon,  when  the  light  was  growing  thin  with  masses  of  dark 
tiredness  showing  behind  it,  and  the  schoolroom  was  filled 
with  a  nowhere  dust,  and  a  small  voice  answered  from  the 
scared  me  in  answer  to  Miss  Botting’s  repeated  question.  “I 
took  the  money  out  of  my  father’s  pocket.” 

While  I’d  been  lying,  I  had  somehow  protected  myself;  I 
knew  now  that  I  had  no  protection.  I’d  been  found  out  as  a 
thief.  I  was  so  appalled  by  my  future  prospects  that  I  don’t 
remember  if  Miss  Botting  strapped  me.  I  know  she  gave  the 
news  to  the  class,  and  it  spread  quickly  around  the  school  that 
I  was  a  thief.  Loitering  at  the  school  gate,  wondering  where  to 
go  and  what  to  do,  I  saw  Myrtle  and  Bruddie,  carefree  as  ever, 
on  their  way  home.  I  walked  slowly  along  the  cocksfoot-bor¬ 
dered  road.  I  don’t  know  when  I  had  learned  to  read,  but  I  had 
read  and  knew  the  stories  in  the  primer  books,  and  I  thought  of 
the  story  of  the  fox  that  sprang  out  from  the  side  of  the  road 
and  swallowed  the  child.  No  one  knew  what  had  happened  or 
where  the  child  had  gone,  until  one  day  when  the  fox  was 
walking  by,  a  kind  person  heard,  “Let  me  out,  let  me  out!”  com¬ 
ing  from  the  fox’s  belly,  whereupon  the  kind  person  killed  the 
fox,  slit  the  belly  open,  and  lo,  the  child  emerged  whole, 
unharmed,  and  was  taken  by  the  kind  person  to  live  in  a  wood 
in  a  cottage  made  of  coconut  ice  with  a  licorice  chimney  .  .  . 

I  finally  arrived  at  our  place.  Myrtle  was  leaning  over  the 
gate.  “Dad  knows,”  she  said,  in  a  matter-of-fact  voice.  I  went  up 
the  path.  The  front  door  was  open  and  Dad  was  waiting  with 
the  strap  in  his  hand.  “Come  into  the  bedroom,”  he  said 
sternly.  He  administered  his  usual  “hiding,”  not  excessive,  as 
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some  children  had,  but  sharp  and  full  of  anger  that  one  of  his 
children  was  a  thief.  Thief,  thief.  At  home  and  at  school  I  was 
now  called  thief. 

School  Days  (1994)  by  Patrick  Chamoiseau  (1953-  ),  French- 
Caribbean  writer 

Chamoiseau  was  born  on  the  French -Caribbean  island  of  Martinique 
in  1953.  He  is  the  author  of  novels  and  essays,  as  well  as  two  works  of 
autobiography,  School  Days  and  Childhood  (1996).  Both  memoirs  are 
written  in  the  third  person,  with  Chamoiseau  referring  to  himself  as 
“the  boy.”  In  the  excerpt  below,  the  boy’s  staunchly  traditional  French 
teacher  is  trying  to  cure  the  students  in  his  class  of  their  native  Creole 
dialect.  Although  Chamoiseau  writes  in  French,  his  memoirs  con¬ 
sciously  employ  the  rhythms  and  vocabulary  of  Creole,  dramatizing 
the  child’s  need  to  retain  his  cultural  identity  while  adopting  the 
French  language  as  a  means  of  adaptation. 

The  first  lesson  was  an  exercise  in  ethics:  the  Teacher  told 
them  a  story  and  asked  questions.  A  poor  peasant  must  feed 
his  family,  but  his  entire  fortune  consists  of  a  single  apple  tree. 
This  tree  has  dozens  of  apples.  As  luck  would  have  it,  however, 
the  tree  has  grown  crookedly.  Most  of  the  apples  dangle  grace¬ 
fully  over  the  street.  The  poor  man  picks  this  fruit  regularly  to 
sell  at  the  market,  thereby  earning  enough  to  buy  milk  for  his 
children.  It  is  thanks  to  these  apples  that  his  little  ones  do  not 
starve.  But  on  some  spring  days,  when  he  goes  to  his  tree,  he 
finds  nothing.  Not  one  apple. 

What  has  happened? 

Dubitative  silence  in  the  classroom. 

The  Teacher  waited  awhile,  then  pointed  to  a  luckless  boy. 
“You!  What  do  you  think  happened?” 

“Dunno,  messie  ...” 

“Someone  picked  the  apples,  of  course!  Apples  that  did  not 
belong  to  him.  In  picking  these  apples,  has  this  person  in  your 
opinion,  performed  a  good  deed?” 

“Ah  nooo,  messie  .  .  .” 

“Correct.  And  this  person — what  should  we  call  him?” 

“He’s  a  chicken  t’ief,  messie  .  .  .” 
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“Th  .  .  .  ief,  not  t’ief!  Apple  thief,  not  chicken  thief!  A 
chicken  thief  steals  chickens,  an  apple  thief  steals  apples.  Is  it 
right  to  steal?” 

“Nooo!”  (Unanimous  cry  from  the  audience,  which  thus 
managed  to  take  a  little  breather.) 

“Is  it  right  to  pick  from  a  tree  that  does  not  belong  to  us?” 

“Nooo!” 

Moral:  I  will  not  pick  apples  that  do  not  belong  to  me. 

And  then  he  wrote  it  all  out  on  the  blackboard. 

At  the  supper  table  that  evening,  the  little  boy  recounted 
this  business  about  the  apple  tree,  but  no  one  seemed  impressed. 
The  Papa  merely  wondered  wherever  did  he  think  he  could  pick 
apples,  since  they  all  had  to  be  imported  to  the  island  by  boat  in 
closed  crates  and  arrived  half  rotten  . . .  Unfazed  by  such  incom¬ 
prehension,  the  little  boy  topped  off  his  drawings  of  their  home 
by  adding  a  bunch  of  apples,  red  with  gigantic  fruit,  surrounded 
by  policemen  wielding  huge  truncheons. 

He  also  drew  tall,  pointy  castle  towers  and  steeples  rising 
sharply  into  skies  striped  with  black  clouds.  He  drew  a  wolf. 

Bad  Blood  (2000)  by  Lorna  Sage  (1943-2001),  English  aca¬ 
demic,  literary  critic,  and  writer 

Sage  published  this  memoir  of  childhood  and  youth  just  before  her 
death  at  the  age  of  fifty-seven.  Part  personal  history,  part  social  docu¬ 
ment,  the  book  depicts  her  early  years  growing  up  in  the  village  of 
Hamner  on  the  English- Welsh  border,  where  her  grandfather  was  the 
clergyman.  Sage  found  an  escape  from  the  confines  of  Hamner  in 
books  and  by  studying,  going  on  to  teach  English  literature  at  British 
and  American  universities.  She  produced  numerous  academic  studies 
and  criticism  and  was  a  professor  of  English  at  the  University  of  East 
Anglia  from  1994  onward. 

So  the  playground  was  hell:  Chinese  bums,  pinches,  slaps  and 
kicks,  and  horrible  games.  I  can  still  hear  the  noise  of  a  thick, 
wet  skipping  rope  slapping  the  ground.  There’d  be  a  big  girl  at 
each  end  and  you  had  to  leap  through  without  tripping.  Joining 
in  was  only  marginally  less  awful  than  being  left  out.  It’s  said 
(truly)  that  most  women  forget  the  pain  of  childbirth;  I  think 


56  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

that  we  all  forget  the  pain  of  being  a  child  at  school  for  the  first 
time,  the  sheer  ineptitude,  as  though  you’ll  never  learn  to  mark 
out  your  own  space.  It’s  doubly  shaming — shaming  to  remember 
as  well,  to  feel  so  sorry  for  your  scabby  little  self  back  there  in 
small  people’s  purgatory. 

My  first  days  at  school  were  punctuated  by  fierce  contests  in 
the  yard,  duels  almost,  complete  with  spectators,  with  one  girl 
who  might  have  been  expected  to  be  my  friend.  In  fact,  she  did 
become  my  very  best  friend,  years  later,  when  we  went  round 
holding  hands  painfully  fast  and  giggling  together  hysterically,  but 
for  now  she  was  my  sworn  enemy.  Gail  (she  even  had  a  funny 
name,  like  me)  had  hair  in  ringlets,  green-hazel  eyes,  and  pale, 
clear,  slightly  olive  skin  stretched  tight  and  shiny  over  her  mus¬ 
cles,  and  she  was  nearly  a  year  older  than  I  was.  She’d  have  won 
our  war  in  any  case,  though,  since  she  was  so  physically  confident, 
in  charge  of  her  body  even  when  she  was  five.  Was  she  already 
going  to  dancing  lessons?  I  don’t  remember.  In  adult  life  she 
became  a  teacher  of  physical  education  and  modem  dance  her¬ 
self,  and  even  in  the  days  of  our  adolescent  intimacy  she  would 
sometimes  win  an  argument  by  twisting  my  wrist.  I  was  convinced 
at  the  start,  anyway,  that  she  was  simply  better  at  inhabiting  her 
body  than  I  was — not  only  better  at  face-pulling,  hair-pulling, 
pinching,  scratching,  and  every  sort  of  violence,  but  wiry  and 
graceful,  so  that  she  made  me  feel  like  an  unstrung  puppet. 

Once  she’d  thoroughly  trounced  me  in  public,  Gail  ignored 
me  and  held  court  in  her  own  corner  every  playtime. 

Once  in  a  House  on  Fire  (1998)  by  Andrea  Ashworth 
(1969-  ),  English  academic  and  writer 

Ashworth  was  born  in  Manchester  in  1969  and  published  her  memoir 
at  the  age  of  twenty-eight.  The  book  begins  with  the  death  of  the 
author’s  father,  by  drowning,  when  she  was  five.  After  this,  her  mother 
remarried  twice,  and  two  physically  abusive  stepfathers  cast  dark  shad¬ 
ows  over  the  family.  An  intelligent  and  resilient  child,  Ashworth  dis¬ 
covered  she  could  retreat  into  the  world  of  books  and  at  eighteen  left 
for  Oxford  University,  where  Once  In  A  House  On  Fire  ends.  After 
Oxford,  Ashworth  won  a  scholarship  to  Yale  University,  where  she 
wrote  her  powerful  depiction  (and  indictment)  of  child  abuse. 
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Summer  gave  way  to  rain,  first  spitting,  then  belting  down. 

Our  mother  kissed  Laurie  [my  sister]  and  me  goodbye  at  the 
school  gate  and  wheeled  Sarah  off  in  the  pram.  I  spent  the  morn¬ 
ings  helping  other  children  to  read  and  to  spell,  since  I  was  ahead 
of  my  year  in  the  Wide  Range  Reader  stories.  When  I  was  three, 
my  mother  had  saved  up  to  buy  a  set  of  Ladybird  books  and 
taught  me  to  read  from  them.  My  father  had  taken  a  photo  of  my 
mother  grinning  and  pointing  at  my  head  bowed  over  the  pages. 

When  the  bell  rang  for  playtime,  I  would  rush  out  to  look 
for  my  sister  in  the  crowded  playground.  We  touched  hands  for 
a  second,  then  ran  off  with  separate  groups  of  coloured  faces. 
My  eyes  scooted  along  the  railings:  sometimes,  our  mother 
would  be  standing  there  on  her  way  home  from  the  shops,  peer¬ 
ing  into  the  crowd  for  Laurie  and  me. 

One  time,  she  stopped  to  give  us  some  Opal  Fruits  before 
she  went  home  to  sleep.  We  took  the  shiny  yellow  packets 
through  the  railings  and  kissed  her  hand  before  she  pushed  off 
into  the  traffic  with  Sarah’s  pram. 

Laurie  tore  into  hers.  A  flock  of  schoolmates  swooped  in, 
sticky  palms  and  begging  smiles.  I  gave  up  a  green  sweet  to  a 
red-haired  girl  who  was  taller  than  me.  She  was  after  a  pink 
one,  but  I  was  saving  those.  The  freckles  gathered  over  her  eyes 
when  she  chewed. 

“Why’s  your  mum  wear  sunglasses  all  the  time,  then?”  she 
asked  the  playground  as  well  as  me.  “Even  when  it’s  raining.” 
She  took  a  pink  sweet  after  all  and  sauntered  back  into  the 
crowd,  her  red  plait  swinging  along  her  spine. 

When  I  got  home  I  tried  not  to  stare  at  my  mother  while 
she  Hoovered  our  trodden  green  carpet  in  her  dark  glasses. 
Rain  tapped  at  the  windows.  She  put  the  kettle  on.  Auntie 
Livia  came  round  to  show  off  the  snaps  of  her  new  council 
house.  In  the  photographs,  my  mother  stood  out  like  a  beetle: 
Every  shot  caught  her  smiling  in  sunglasses.  My  aunt  and  she 
giggled,  but  when  my  mother  lifted  the  shades,  her  face  was 
puffy  with  green  and  purple  bruises.  Sarah’s  dimpled  fist 
reached  for  the  colours;  my  mother  winced. 

Behind  her  teacup,  Auntie  Livia  asked,  “He  doesn’t  hit  the 
girls  too,  does  he?” 

“God,  no!”  My  mother  was  adamant:  “He’d  not  lay  a  finger 
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on  them!” 

I  looked  at  my  mother’s  swollen  eyes.  She  knew  nothing 
about  the  night  my  stepfather  had  knocked  me  out  with  the 
back  of  his  hand. 

Sarah  had  made  a  stinking  mess  in  her  nappy.  My  stepfather 
didn’t  know  how  to  change  it  because  my  mother  always  made 
sure  she  had  taken  care  of  everything  before  she  went  to  work.  He 
pinched  his  hairy  nostrils  and  rolled  the  dirty  nappy  into  a  ball. 
When  he  went  to  fasten  the  clean  one  he  couldn’t  find  the  pin. 

“Where  the  f — ?”  Biting  his  lip,  he  sent  me  upstairs  to  find  it. 

I  couldn’t  find  the  pin  anywhere.  The  nappy  was  loose, 
Sarah  was  screaming,  but  I  couldn’t  find  it  anywhere.  My  step¬ 
father  came  upstairs,  spraying  spittle. 

“Where  is  it  then?” 

I  couldn’t  say.  My  stepfather  smacked  me  across  the  face, 
and  I  fell  against  the  door  jamb.  My  head  hit  the  hinge. 

When  I  woke  up,  Sarah  had  stopped  screaming,  and  my 
stepfather  was  crouching  over  me,  a  chocolate  bar  in  his  fist. 
His  black  hair  was  dripping:  He  had  gone  out  in  the  rain  to  buy 
it.  Pressing  the  Milky  Way  into  my  hand,  he  murmured,  “You’re 
not  going  to  tell  your  mum,  are  you?” 

My  throat  was  tight,  but  I  ate  the  chocolate  to  show  that  I 
was  not  going  to  tell.  My  stepfather  watched  me  swallow 
before  he  stood  up  tall  again.  Then  he  took  the  bright  blue 
Milky  Way  wrapper  and  buried  it  in  the  bin,  underneath  the 
potato  peelings. 

“Whichever  you  like,  Andy,  love.”  My  stepfather  ruffled  my 
hair  in  front  of  the  man  who  owned  the  pet  shop,  smiling  and 
urging  me  to  pick  out  my  favourite  fish  from  the  gurgling  tanks. 
At  home,  in  the  alcove  of  our  living  room,  he  had  installed  an 
aquarium;  a  second,  living  TV.  Laurie  and  I  spent  hours  gazing 
at  it,  hypnotized  by  the  hum  of  the  water  pump  and  the  sight 
of  shiny  backs  skittering  about:  silver,  gold,  pink,  electric  blue. 
We  kept  our  eyes  on  the  black  shark  fish.  They  flared  red  when 
we  tapped  on  the  glass  to  distract  them  from  nibbling  the  tid¬ 
dlers  that  had  hatched  out  of  splurges  of  eggs.  Laurie  was  fond 
of  the  yellow-and-black-striped  ones  we  called  bumblebees. 
Although  they  seemed  stupid,  the  pink  angels  were  my 
favourites:  I  watched  their  slow,  O-shaped  mouths  kissing, 
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while  their  pearly  bodies  shimmered,  so  pale  you  could  see 
something  pulsing  inside. 

“Do  fish  have  hearts?”  I  asked  my  mother. 

“Ask  your  dad,”  she  said. 

I  kept  quiet.  Presenting  me  with  a  tub  of  fish  food,  my  step¬ 
father  had  made  it  my  job  to  sprinkle  flakes  on  the  water  every 
morning  and  night:  “It’s  up  to  you  to  keep  the  blighters  from 
goin’  belly  up.” 

At  first,  I  couldn’t  help  grinning  at  the  honour,  which 
allowed  me  to  lord  it  over  my  little  sisters.  But  I  soon  found  my 
heart  doing  dives  every  time  I  went  near  the  aquarium.  I  had  to 
kneel  down  and  press  my  face  close  to  the  glass,  willing  every 
last  fish  to  keep  on  swishing  its  tail  and  wafery  fins. 

“Of  Myself”  (1668)  by  Abraham  Cowley  (1618-1667), 
English  poet  and  essayist 

In  this  brief  but  early  example  of  the  personal  essay,  Cowley  depicts 
himself  as  a  solitary  child  who  fell  in  love  with  literature  at  an  early 
age.  Born  in  London  in  1618,  the  son  of  a  merchant,  he  published  his 
first  volume  of  poems  at  fifteen  and  had  written  a  drama  and  a  com¬ 
edy  by  twenty.  He  attended  Cambridge  University  before  fleeing  to 
France  during  the  English  Civil  War.  “Of  Myself’  was  written  toward 
the  end  of  the  poet’s  life  when  his  literary  reputation  was  in  decline 
and  was  published  in  a  folio  of  his  writings  after  his  death.  He  is  buried 
alongside  Chaucer  and  his  beloved  Spenser  in  Westminster  Abbey. 

As  far  as  my  memory  can  return  back  into  my  past  life,  before 
I  knew,  or  was  capable  of  guessing  what  the  world,  or  glo¬ 
ries,  or  business  of  it  were,  the  natural  affections  of  my  soul  gave 
me  a  secret  bent  of  aversion  from  them,  as  some  plants  are  said 
to  turn  away  from  others,  by  an  antipathy  imperceptible  to  them¬ 
selves,  and  inscrutable  to  man’s  understanding.  Even  when  I  was 
a  very  young  boy  at  school,  instead  of  running  about  on  holidays 
and  playing  with  my  fellows,  I  was  wont  to  steal  from  them  and 
walk  into  the  fields,  either  alone  with  a  book,  or  with  some  one 
companion,  if  I  could  find  any  of  the  same  temper.  I  was  then, 
too,  so  much  an  enemy  to  all  constraint,  that  my  masters  could 
never  prevail  on  me,  by  any  persuasions  or  encouragements,  to 
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learn  without  book  the  common  rules  of  grammar,  in  which  they 
dispensed  with  me  alone,  because  they  found  I  made  a  shift  to  do 
the  usual  exercise  out  of  my  own  reading  and  observation  .  .  . 

I  was  even  then  acquainted  with  the  poets  .  .  .  and  perhaps 
it  was  the  immature  and  immoderate  love  of  them  which 
stamped  first,  or  rather  engraved,  these  characters  in  me.  They 
were  like  letters  cut  into  the  bark  of  a  young  tree,  which  with 
the  tree  still  grow  proportionably.  But  how  this  love  came  to  be 
produced  in  me  so  early  is  a  hard  question:  I  believe  I  can  tell 
the  particular  little  chance  that  filled  my  head  first  with  such 
chimes  of  verse,  as  have  never  since  left  ringing  there.  For  I 
remember  when  I  began  to  read,  and  to  take  some  pleasure  in  it, 
there  was  wont  to  lie  in  my  mother’s  parlour  (I  know  not  by 
what  accident,  for  she  herself  never  in  her  life  read  any  book  but 
of  devotion)  but  there  was  wont  to  lie  Spenser’s  works;  this  I 
happened  to  fall  upon,  and  was  infinitely  delighted  with  the  sto¬ 
ries  of  the  knights,  and  giants,  and  monsters,  and  brave  houses, 
which  I  found  everywhere  there  (though  my  understanding  had 
little  to  do  with  all  this),  and  by  degrees  with  the  tinkling  of  the 
rhyme  and  dance  of  the  numbers,  so  that  I  think  I  had  read  him 
all  over  before  I  was  twelve  years  old,  and  was  thus  made  a  poet 
as  irremediably  as  a  child  is  made  an  eunuch. 

“Hole  Story”  (1992)  by  Lynne  Tillman  (1947-  ),  American 
writer 

Tillman’s  short  autobiographical  essay,  “Hole  Story,”  appears  here  in 
its  entirety — it  can  also  be  found  in  her  1997  collection  of  essays,  The 
Broad  Picture.  The  New  York-based  author  was  bom  in  Brooklyn  in 
1947  and  grew  up  on  Long  Island.  She  decided  to  become  a  novelist 
at  age  eight  and  her  first  novel,  Haunted  Houses,  was  published  in 
1987.  Tillman  is  the  author  of  four  further  novels,  three  collections  of 
short  stories,  a  collection  of  essays,  and  two  other  non-fiction  books. 
She  has  also  written  extensively  on  art,  films,  literature,  and  culture 
and  is  professor  and  writer  in  residence  at  the  University  of  Albany. 

Like  other  objects  remembered  from  childhood,  a  book  is 
alive,  absolute,  vague,  and  partial.  Dreamlike,  memory 
reassembles  (and  resembles)  the  past,  a  scene  or  a  moment,  and 
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always  in  pieces:  a  sound,  smell,  color,  shape.  The  script  I  write 
and  cast  as  Memory  is  almost  intangible  and  unfailingly  incom¬ 
plete.  I  turn  and  look  at  my  bookshelves.  There’s  a  snapshot  of 
my  mother,  my  sister,  and  me;  I’m  the  infant  in  the  baby  carriage. 

I  keep  a  memory:  I’m  little,  with  my  mother,  walking  over  a  foot¬ 
bridge;  there’s  another  woman  and  a  baby  carriage.  Something 
disturbing  happens.  My  mother  doesn’t  remember  the  scene.  She 
thinks  I  dreamed  it.  Is  the  picture  what  I  remember? 

When  I  was  about  five  I  read  a  seemingly  simple  tale  that 
was  impossible  for  me  to  grasp.  A  little  girl  has  a  blanket.  The 
blanket  gets  a  hole.  The  little  girl  wants  to  get  rid  of  the  hole 
so  she  cuts  it  out.  The  hole  gets  bigger,  and  she  cuts  that  out. 
She  cuts  and  cuts  and  finally  the  blanket  disappears. 

I  read  the  story  over  and  over  again,  as  if  it  might  change,  and 
at  its  new  end  explanation  would  erupt  from  its  pages.  But  the 
story’s  dire  conclusion — the  blanket  disappears — left  me  trying  to 
understand  why  it  made  sense  and  didn’t  make  sense.  Why 
couldn’t  she  cut  out  the  hole?  The  mysterious  effect  of  reading, 
the  immense  undecidability  of  meaning,  all  this  was  contained  in 
a  book  whose  title,  author,  and  illustrator  I  can’t  remember.  And 
no  one’s  ever  heard  of  it.  The  book  is  like  a  memory  whose  status 
as  an  object  is  in  question. 

But  I  remember  reading  it  on  my  bed,  and  on  the  floor  of 
the  bedroom  I  shared  with  one  of  my  sisters,  and  sitting  in  a  big 
chair,  in  a  room  whose  walls  were  papered  brown,  with  little 
blue  and  yellow  flowers.  I  didn’t  like  brown.  Was  the  radio  on? 
Was  I  aware  of  girls  and  holes?  What  am  I  making  up? 

Years  later  I  wrote  a  novel  in  which  a  character  reads  the 
blanket  story.  By  incorporating  the  lost  book  into  “my”  book,  I 
found  a  way  to  restore  it  to  some  kind  of  existence  outside,  and 
yet  within,  “me.”  Now  as  I  write  about  it  again  the  blanket  story 
gains  significance  and  structure,  becomes  a  private  myth  in  my 
scripted  childhood,  overwhelming  everything  else,  much  as  the 
hole  consumed  the  blanket. 

Annie  Besant :  An  Autobiography  (1893)  by  Annie  Besant 
(1847-1933),  social  campaigner  and  theosophist 


Besant’s  mid-life  autobiography  begins  with  her  childhood  in 
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London,  where  she  was  bom  Annie  Wood  in  1847.  Her  father  died 
when  she  was  five  years  old,  leaving  her  mother  to  support  the  fam¬ 
ily.  At  the  age  of  nineteen,  Annie  married  Frank  Besant,  a  rev¬ 
erend,  but  left  him  when  she  could  no  longer  comply  with  his  reli¬ 
gious  dogmatism.  After  this,  she  began  to  write,  campaigning  for 
secularism,  women’s  and  worker’s  rights,  birth  control,  and  educa¬ 
tional  reforms,  amongst  other  causes.  Later,  she  became  involved  in 
the  Theosophy  movement,  a  system  of  religious  belief  based  on 
ancient  Indian  spirituality,  becoming  president  of  one  of  its 
branches  in  1891. 

At  five  years  of  age  I  must  have  read  easily,  for  I  remember 
being  often  unswathed  from  a  delightful  curtain,  in  which 
I  used  to  roll  myself  with  a  book,  and  told  to  “go  and  play,”  while 
I  was  still  a  five-year-old  dot.  And  I  had  a  habit  of  losing  myself 
so  completely  in  the  book  that  my  name  might  be  called  in  the 
room  where  I  was,  and  I  never  heard  it,  so  that  I  used  to  be 
blamed  for  wilfully  hiding  myself,  when  I  had  simply  been  away 
in  fairyland,  or  lying  trembling  beneath  some  friendly  cabbage 
leaf  as  a  giant  went  by. 

Praeterita:  Outlines  of  Scenes  and  Thoughts  Perhaps 
Worthy  of  Memory  in  my  Past  Life  (1885-1889)  by  John 
Ruskin  (1819-1900),  English  writer,  critic,  and  art  historian 

Ruskin — the  prominent  Victorian  critic  and  author  of  enduringly 
influential  books  on  art  and  architecture — published  his  memoir  in 
installments  between  1885  and  1889.  The  writing  was  interrupted  by 
its  author’s  declining  mental  and  physical  health  and  the  result  is  an 
impressionistic  work,  told  in  discreet,  vivid  sections,  with  notable 
omissions  (such  as  Ruskin’s  marriage).  The  excerpt  below  describes 
how  the  author’s  strict  Evangelical  Christian  mother  forbade  her  only 
child  from  playing  with  toys  or  other  children.  The  memoir’s  title, 
“Praeterita,”  is  the  Latin  word  for  “things  past”  and  the  book  was  a 
favorite  of  Marcel  Proust’s. 

My  mother’s  general  principles  of  first  treatment  were,  to 
guard  me  with  steady  watchfulness  from  all  avoidable  pain 
or  danger;  and,  for  the  rest,  to  let  me  amuse  myself  as  I  liked,  pro- 
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vided  I  was  neither  fretful  nor  troublesome.  But  the  law  was,  that 
I  should  find  my  own  amusement.  No  toys  of  any  kind  were  at 
first  allowed;  and  the  pity  of  my  Croydon  aunt  for  my  monastic 
poverty  in  this  respect  was  boundless.  On  one  of  my  birthdays, 
thinking  to  overcome  my  mother’s  resolution  by  splendour  of 
temptation,  she  bought  the  most  radiant  Punch  and  Judy  she 
could  find  in  all  the  Soho  bazaar — as  big  as  a  real  Punch  and 
Judy,  all  dressed  in  scarlet  and  gold,  and  that  would  dance,  tied 
to  the  leg  of  a  chair.  I  must  have  been  greatly  impressed,  for  I 
remember  well  the  look  of  the  two  figures,  as  my  aunt  herself 
exhibited  their  virtues.  My  mother  was  obliged  to  accept  them; 
but  afterwards  quietly  told  me  it  was  not  right  that  I  should  have 
them;  and  I  never  saw  them  again. 

Nor  did  I  painfully  wish,  what  I  was  never  permitted  for  an 
instant  to  hope,  or  even  imagine,  the  possession  of  such  things 
as  one  saw  in  toy-shops.  I  had  a  bunch  of  keys  to  play  with,  as 
long  as  I  was  capable  only  of  pleasure  in  what  glittered  and  jin¬ 
gled;  as  I  grew  older,  I  had  a  cart,  and  a  ball;  and  when  I  was 
five  or  six  years  old,  two  boxes  of  well-cut  wooden  bricks.  With 
these  modest,  but,  I  still  think,  entirely  sufficient  possessions, 
and  being  always  summarily  whipped  if  I  cried,  did  not  do  as  I 
was  bid,  or  tumbled  on  the  stairs,  I  soon  attained  serene  and 
secure  methods  of  life  and  motion;  and  could  pass  my  days  con¬ 
tentedly  in  tracing  the  squares  and  comparing  the  colours  of  my 
carpet;  examining  the  knots  in  the  wood  of  the  floor,  or  count¬ 
ing  the  bricks  in  the  opposite  houses;  with  rapturous  intervals 
of  excitement  during  the  filling  of  the  water-cart,  through  its 
leathern  pipe,  from  the  dripping  iron  post  at  the  pavement 
edge;  or  the  still  more  admirable  proceedings  of  the  turncock, 
when  he  turned  and  turned  till  a  fountain  sprang  up  in  the  mid¬ 
dle  of  the  street. 

Brando:  Songs  My  Mother  Taught  Me  (1994)  by  Marlon 
Brando  (1924-2004),  American  film  actor 

Written  with  the  writer  Robert  Lindsey,  Brando’s  autobiography 
begins  with  the  difficult  circumstances  of  childhood,  growing  up  with 
drunken  and  abusive  parents  in  California,  Illinois,  and  Nebraska. 
Acting  provided  the  young  man  with  a  means  of  escape,  and  when  he 
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arrived  in  New  York  at  the  age  of  19,  he  immediately  enrolled  in 
method- acting  classes,  the  school  of  acting  he  would  later  pioneer  in 
film.  The  passage  that  follows  recalls  the  famous  opening  of  The 
Meditations,  by  Marcus  Aurelius  Antoninus. 

When  I  was  very  small,  I  remember  carrying  a  tiny  pillow 
around  everywhere,  a  talisman  of  childhood.  Hugging  it, 

I  went  to  sleep  at  odd  times  and  odd  places,  and  as  I  grew  older, 

I  even  carried  it  when  I  started  climbing  trees  and  laying  claim 
to  empty  lots  in  our  neighborhood  as  my  own  private  kingdom. 

It’s  hard — probably  impossible — to  sort  out  the  extent  to 
which  our  experiences  as  children  shape  our  outlook,  behavior, 
and  personalities  as  adults,  as  opposed  to  the  extent  to  which 
genetics  are  responsible.  One  has  to  be  a  genius  to  give  a  simple 
or  absolute  answer  to  anything  in  this  world,  and  I  don’t  know 
any  tougher  question  than  this  one,  although  I  suspect  it’s  a  sub¬ 
tle  mixture  of  both.  From  my  mother,  I  imagine  I  inherited  my 
instinctual  traits,  which  are  fairly  highly  developed,  as  well  as  an 
affection  for  music.  From  my  father,  I  probably  acquired  my 
strength  of  endurance,  for  he  was  truly  a  tough  monkey.  In  later 
years,  he  reminded  me  of  a  British  officer  in  the  Bengal  Lancers, 
perhaps  a  Victor  McLaglen  with  more  refinement.  He  was  a 
traveling  salesman  who  spent  most  of  his  time  on  the  road  sell¬ 
ing  calcium  carbonate  products — materials  from  the  fossilized 
remains  of  ancient  marine  animals  used  in  building,  manufac¬ 
turing,  and  farming.  It  was  an  era  when  a  traveling  salesman 
slipped  $5  to  a  bellboy,  who  would  return  with  a  pint  of  whiskey 
and  a  hooker.  Then  the  house  detective  got  a  dollar  so  that  the 
woman  could  stay  in  his  room.  My  pop  was  such  a  man. 

The  Meditations  (167)  by  Marcus  Aurelius  Antoninus 
(121-180),  Roman  Emperor 

Written  in  Greek,  The  Meditations  are  primarily  philosophical  works, 
composed  in  aphoristic  form  and  comprising  twelve  volumes,  includ¬ 
ing  autobiographical  passages  such  as  the  one  above.  These  were  the 
Emperor’s  private,  contemplative  notes,  an  exploration  of  his  theories 
on  life  and  leadership,  and  never  meant  for  publication.  Bom  Marcus 
Annius  Catilius  Severus  in  Rome  in  121,  the  grandson  of  a  Roman 
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consul,  Marcus  was  educated  at  the  expense  of  his  grandfather  after 
his  father  died.  His  mother’s  cousin,  Emperor  Antoninus  Pius, 
adopted  him  in  138  and  Marcus  succeeded  him  in  161.  After  he 
became  emperor  he  was  given  the  name  Aurelius,  meaning  “golden.” 

1 .  From  my  grandfather  Verus  [I  learned]  good  morals  and 
the  government  of  my  temper. 

2.  From  the  reputation  and  remembrance  of  my  father, 
modesty  and  a  manly  character. 

3.  From  my  mother,  piety  and  beneficence,  and  abstinence, 
not  only  from  evil  deeds,  but  even  from  evil  thoughts; 
and  further  simplicity  in  my  way  of  living,  far  removed 
from  the  habits  of  the  rich. 

4.  From  my  great-grandfather,  not  to  have  frequented  pub¬ 
lic  schools,  and  to  have  had  good  teachers  at  home,  and 
to  know  that  on  such  things  a  man  should  spend  liberally. 


Six 


One  Writer’s  Beginnings  (1984)  by  Eudora  Welty  (1909-2001) 
American  writer 

Welty’s  memoir  is  comprised  of  three  sketches  called  “Listening,” 
“Learning  to  See,”  and  “Finding  a  Voice.”  Each  sketch  finds  the  author 
looking  back  and  pinpointing  the  early  influences  that  made  her  a  writer. 
The  book  also  introduces  us  to  the  distinctive  setting  of  her  formative 
years — Jackson,  Mississippi,  where  she  was  bom  and  where  she  lived 
most  of  her  long  life.  By  describing  the  sights,  sounds,  and  events  of  her 
past,  Welty  beautifully  reveals  the  development  of  artistic  character.  In 
addition  to  her  memoir,  the  author  produced  four  short-story  collections, 
five  novels,  a  collection  of  book  reviews,  and  a  children’s  book. 

Learning  stamps  you  with  its  moments.  Childhood’s  learning 
is  made  up  of  moments.  It  isn’t  steady.  It’s  a  pulse.  In  a  chil¬ 
dren’s  art  class,  we  sat  in  a  ring  on  kindergarten  chairs  and  drew 
three  daffodils  that  had  just  been  picked  out  of  the  yard;  and 
while  I  was  drawing,  my  sharpened  yellow  pencil  and  the  cup  of 
the  yellow  daffodil  gave  off  whiffs  just  alike.  That  the  pencil 
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doing  the  drawing  should  give  off  the  same  smell  as  the  flower  it 
drew  seemed  part  of  the  art  lesson — as  shouldn’t  it  be?  Children, 
like  animals,  use  all  their  senses  to  discover  the  world.  Then 
artists  come  along  and  discover  it  the  same  way,  all  over  again. 
Here  and  there,  it’s  the  same  world.  Or  now  and  then  we’ll  hear 
from  an  artist  who’s  never  lost  it. 

In  my  sensory  education  I  include  my  physical  awareness  of 
the  word.  Of  a  certain  word,  that  is;  the  connection  it  has  with 
what  it  stands  for.  At  around  age  six,  perhaps,  I  was  standing  by 
myself  in  our  front  yard  waiting  for  supper,  just  at  that  hour  in 
a  late  summer  day  when  the  sun  is  already  below  the  horizon 
and  the  risen  full  moon  in  the  visible  sky  stops  being  chalky 
and  begins  to  take  on  light.  There  comes  the  moment,  and  I 
saw  it  then,  when  the  moon  goes  from  flat  to  round.  For  the 
first  time  it  met  my  eyes  as  a  globe.  The  word  “moon”  came 
into  my  mouth  as  though  fed  to  me  out  of  a  silver  spoon.  Held 
in  my  mouth  the  moon  became  a  word.  It  had  the  roundness  of 
a  Concord  grape  Grandpa  took  off  his  vine  and  gave  me  to  suck 
out  of  its  skin  and  swallow  whole,  in  Ohio. 

The  Life  of  P.  T.  Bamum,  Written  by  Himself  (1855)  by  P.  T. 
Barnum  (1810-1891),  American  entrepreneur  and  showman 

The  excerpt  below  is  from  the  original  1855  version  of  The  Life  ofP.  T. 
Bamum — its  author  rewrote  his  story  numerous  times  to  suit  his  cur¬ 
rent  opinion  of  himself,  and  the  book  sometimes  appears  under  the 
title  Struggles  and  Triumphs.  Phineas  Taylor  Bamum  was  bom  in  Bethel, 
Connecticut.  His  early  interest  in  dollars  led  to  his  long  and  successful 
career  as  a  businessman  and  swindler — amongst  his  many  achieve¬ 
ments,  Bamum  is  credited  with  the  invention  of  the  three-ring  circus 
and  is  often  described  as  the  father  of  modem  advertising.  During  the 
latter  part  of  the  nineteenth  century,  his  autobiography  sold  more 
copies  than  another  other  publication  in  the  United  States  with  the 
exception  of  The  Bible. 

Before  I  was  five  years  of  age  I  began  to  accumulate  pennies  and 
sixpennies.  At  the  age  of  six  years  my  grandfather  informed 
me  that  all  my  little  pieces  of  coin  amounted  to  one  dollar,  and  if 
I  would  go  with  him  and  take  my  money,  he  would  show  me  some- 
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thing  worth  having.  Placing  all  my  wealth  in  a  pocket  handker¬ 
chief  which  was  closely  wound  up  and  firmly  grasped,  I  started 
with  my  grandfather.  He  took  me  to  the  village  tavern,  then  kept 
by  Mr  Stiles  Wakelee,  and  approaching  the  landlord,  he  said, 
“Here,  Mr  Wakelee,  is  the  richest  boy  in  this  part  of  the  country. 

He  has  a  dollar  in  cash.  I  wish  you  to  take  his  change  and  give  him 
a  silver  dollar  for  it.” 

The  complaisant  landlord  took  my  deposits  and  presently 
handed  me  a  silver  dollar. 

Never  have  I  seen  the  time  (nor  shall  I  ever  again)  when  I 
felt  so  rich,  so  absolutely  independent  of  all  the  world,  as  I  did 
when  I  looked  at  that  monstrous  big  silver  dollar,  and  felt  that 
it  was  all  my  own.  Talk  of  “cart  wheels,”  there  was  never  one 
half  so  large  as  that  silver  dollar  looked  to  me.  I  believed,  with¬ 
out  the  slightest  reservation,  that  this  entire  earth  and  all  its 
contents  could  be  purchased  by  that  wonderful  piece  of  bullion, 
and  that  it  would  be  a  bad  bargain  at  that. 

Memoir  of  the  Early  Life  of  William  Cowper,  Esq.,  written 
hy  himself  (1767)  by  William  Cowper  (1731-1800), 
English  poet  and  hymnist 

Cowper  was  bom  in  Hertfordshire,  England,  in  1 73 1 .  As  he  describes  in 
his  memoir — written  around  1767  but  published  posthumously  in 
1816 — his  mother  died  when  he  was  six  and  he  was  sent  away  to  school, 
where  he  was  bullied.  As  a  young  man,  Cowper  suffered  from  break¬ 
downs  and  attempted  suicide.  While  in  a  private  asylum,  he  was  con¬ 
verted  to  Evangelical  Christianity  and,  throughout  his  memoir,  praises 
God  for  rescuing  him  from  his  demons.  At  the  end  of  the  book  he  con¬ 
siders  himself  cured,  but  in  fact  he  would  struggle  with  his  mental 
health  for  the  remainder  of  his  life.  He  is  the  author  of  a  large  body  of 
poems,  as  well  as  the  “Olney  Hymn  Cycle,”  written  with  the  Anglican 
evangelical  preacher  John  Newton. 

At  six  years  old  I  was  taken  from  the  nursery,  and  from  the 
immediate  care  of  a  most  indulgent  mother,  and  sent  to  a 
considerable  school  in  Bedfordshire.  Here  I  had  hardships  of  dif¬ 
ferent  kinds  to  conflict  with,  which  I  felt  more  sensibly,  in  pro¬ 
portion  to  the  tenderness  with  which  I  had  been  treated  at 
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home.  But  my  chief  affliction  consisted  in  my  being  singled  out 
from  all  the  other  boys,  by  a  lad  about  fifteen  years  of  age,  as  a 
proper  object  upon  whom  he  might  let  loose  the  cruelty  of  his 
temper.  I  choose  to  forbear  a  particular  recital  of  the  many  acts 
of  barbarity,  with  which  he  made  it  his  business  continually  to 
persecute  me:  It  will  be  sufficient  to  say  that  he  had,  by  his  sav¬ 
age  treatment  of  me,  impressed  such  a  dread  of  his  figure  upon 
my  mind  that  I  well  remember  being  afraid  to  lift  up  my  eyes 
upon  him,  higher  than  his  knees;  and  that  I  knew  him  by  his 
shoe-buckles,  better  than  any  other  part  of  his  dress.  May  the 
Lord  pardon  him,  and  may  we  meet  in  glory! 

One  day  as  I  was  sitting  alone  on  a  bench  in  the  school, 
melancholy,  and  almost  ready  to  weep  at  the  recollection  of 
what  I  had  already  suffered,  and  expecting  at  the  same  time  my 
tormentor  every  moment,  these  words  of  the  Psalmist  came  into 
my  mind,  “I  will  not  be  afraid  of  what  man  can  do  unto  me.”  I 
applied  this  to  my  own  case,  with  a  degree  of  trust  and  confi¬ 
dence  in  God,  that  would  have  been  no  disgrace  to  a  more  expe¬ 
rienced  Christian.  Instantly  I  perceived  in  myself  a  briskness  of 
spirits,  and  a  cheerfulness,  which  I  had  never  before  experi¬ 
enced;  and  took  several  paces  up  and  down  the  room  with  joy¬ 
ful  alacrity — his  gift  in  whom  I  trusted.  Happy  had  it  been  for 
me,  if  this  early  effort  towards  a  dependance  on  the  blessed  God 
had  been  frequently  repeated  by  me.  But,  alas!  It  was  the  first 
and  last  instance  of  the  kind,  between  infancy  and  manhood. 
The  cruelty  of  this  boy,  which  he  had  long  practised  in  so  secret 
a  manner  that  no  creature  suspected  it,  was  at  length  discov¬ 
ered.  He  was  expelled  from  the  school  and  I  was  taken  from  it. 

“Memoir”  (1873)  by  Sara  Coleridge  (1802-1852),  English  writer 

Sara  Coleridge  was  the  only  daughter  of  the  great  English  poet  Samuel 
Taylor  Coleridge.  Toward  the  end  of  her  life,  while  very  ill,  Sara 
recounted  her  childhood  memories  to  her  daughter,  Edith  Coleridge, 
in  a  letter.  Sara  died  before  she  could  complete  her  recollections,  and 
her  daughter  published  the  unfinished  letter  posthumously  under  the 
title  Memoir  and  Letters  of  Sara  Coleridge  (1873).  Even  in  its  incom¬ 
plete  form,  the  memoir  offers  a  wonderful  child’s-eye  view  of  the 
major  Romantic  poets — including  William  Wordsworth,  Sara’s  father, 
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and  Robert  Southey,  her  uncle.  Sara  was  an  author  in  her  own  right, 
publishing  poems,  translations,  and  a  fairy  tale  for  children. 

My  young  life  is  almost  a  blank  in  memory  .  .  .  till  the  time 
of  my  visit  to  Allan  Bank,  when  I  was  six  years  old.  That 
journey  to  Grasmere  gleams  before  me  as  the  shadow  of  a  shade. 
Some  goings  on  of  my  stay  there  I  remember  more  clearly.  Allan 
Bank  is  a  large  house  on  a  hill  overlooking  Easedale  on  one  side, 
and  Grasmere  on  the  other.  Dorothy,  Mr  Wordsworth’s  only 
daughter,  was  at  this  time  very  picturesque  in  her  appearance, 
with  her  long,  thick,  yellow  locks,  which  were  never  cut,  but 
curled  with  papers,  a  thing  which  seems  much  out  of  keeping 
with  the  poetic  simplicity  of  the  household.  I  remember  being 
asked  by  my  father  and  Miss  Wordsworth,  the  poet’s  sister,  if  I  did 
not  think  her  very  pretty.  “No,”  said  I,  bluntly;  for  which  I  met  a 
rebuff  which  made  me  feel  as  if  I  was  a  culprit. 

My  father’s  wish  it  was  to  have  me  for  a  month  with  him  at 
Grasmere,  where  he  was  domesticated  with  the  Wordsworths. 

He  insisted  upon  it  that  I  became  rosier  and  hardier  during  my 
absence  from  Mama.  She  did  not  much  like  to  part  with  me, 
and  I  think  my  father’s  motive,  at  bottom,  must  have  been  a 
wish  to  fasten  my  affections  on  him.  I  slept  with  him,  and  he 
would  tell  me  fairy  stories  when  he  came  to  bed  at  twelve  and 
one  o’clock.  I  remember  his  telling  me  a  wild  tale,  too,  in  his 
study,  and  my  trying  to  repeat  it  to  the  maids  afterwards. 

I  have  no  doubt  there  was  much  enjoyment  in  my  young  life 
at  that  time,  but  some  of  my  recollections  are  tinged  with  pain. 

I  think  my  dear  father  was  anxious  that  I  should  learn  to  love 
him  and  the  Wordsworths  and  their  children,  and  not  cling  so 
exclusively  to  my  mother,  and  all  around  me  at  home.  He  was 
therefore  much  annoyed  when,  on  my  mother’s  coming  to 
Allan  Bank,  I  flew  to  her,  and  wished  not  to  be  separated  from 
her  anymore.  I  remember  his  shewing  displeasure  to  me,  and 
accusing  me  of  want  of  affection.  I  could  not  understand  why. 
The  young  Wordsworths  came  in  and  caressed  him.  I  sat 
benumbed;  for  truly  nothing  does  so  freeze  affection  as  the 
breath  of  jealousy.  The  sense  that  you  have  done  very  wrong, 
or  at  least  given  great  offence,  you  know  not  how  or  why — that 
you  are  dunned  for  some  payment  of  love  or  feeling  which  you 
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know  not  how  to  produce  or  to  demonstrate  on  a  sudden,  chills 
the  heart,  and  fills  it  with  perplexity  and  bitterness.  My  father 
reproached  me,  and  contrasted  my  coldness  with  the  childish 
caresses  of  the  little  Wordsworths.  I  slunk  away,  and  hid  myself 
in  the  wood  behind  the  house,  and  there  my  friend  John,  whom 
at  that  time  I  called  my  future  husband,  came  to  seek  me. 

It  was  during  this  stay  at  Allan  Bank  that  I  used  to  see  my 
father  and  Mr  De  Quincey  pace  up  and  down  the  room  in  con¬ 
versation.  I  understood  not,  nor  listened  to  a  word  they  said, 
but  used  to  note  the  handkerchief  hanging  out  of  the  pocket 
behind,  and  long  to  clutch  it.  Mr  Wordsworth,  too,  must  have 
been  one  of  the  room  walkers.  How  gravely  and  earnestly  used 
Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge  and  William  Wordsworth  and  my 
uncle  Southey  also  to  discuss  the  affairs  of  the  nation,  as  if  it  all 
came  home  to  their  business  and  bosoms,  as  if  it  were  their  pri¬ 
vate  concern!  Men  do  not  canvass  these  matters  nowadays,  I 
think,  quite  in  the  same  tone.  Domestic  concerns  absorb  their 
deeper  feelings,  national  ones  are  treated  more  as  things  aloof, 
the  speculative  rather  than  the  practical. 

My  father  used  to  talk  to  me  with  much  admiration  and  affec¬ 
tion  of  Sara  Hutchinson,  Mrs  Wordsworth’s  sister,  who  resided 
partly  with  the  Wordsworths,  partly  with  her  own  brothers.  At 
this  time  she  used  to  act  as  my  father’s  amanuensis.  She  wrote 
out  a  great  part  of  the  “Friend”  to  his  dictation.  She  had  fine, 
long,  light  brown  hair,  I  think  her  only  beauty,  except  a  fair  skin, 
for  her  features  were  plain  and  contracted,  her  figure  dumpy,  and 
devoid  of  grace  and  dignity.  She  was  a  plump  woman,  of  little 
more  than  five  feet.  I  remember  my  father  talking  to  me  admir¬ 
ingly  of  her  long  light  locks,  and  saying  how  mildly  she  bore  it 
when  the  baby  pulled  them  hard  in  play. 

Miss  Wordsworth,  Mr  Wordsworth’s  sister,  of  most  poetic 
eye  and  temper,  took  a  great  part  with  the  children.  She  told  us 
once  a  pretty  story  of  a  primrose,  I  think,  which  she  spied  by 
the  wayside  when  she  went  to  see  me  soon  after  my  birth, 
though  that  was  at  Christmas,  and  how  this  same  primrose  was 
still  blooming  when  she  went  back  to  Grasmere. 

.  .  .  My  father  had  particular  feelings  and  fancies  about 
dress,  as  had  my  uncle  Southey  and  Mr  Wordsworth  also.  He 
could  not  abide  the  scarlet  socks  which  Edith  and  I  wore  at  one 
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time.  I  remember  going  to  him  when  Mama  had  just  dressed  me 
in  a  new  stuff  frock.  He  took  me  up,  and  set  me  down  again 
without  a  caress.  I  thought  he  disliked  the  dress;  perhaps  he  was 
in  an  uneasy  mood.  He  much  liked  everything  feminine  and 
domestic,  pretty  and  becoming,  but  not  fine-ladyish.  My  uncle 
Southey  was  all  for  gay,  bright,  cheerful  colours,  and  even 
declared  he  had  a  taste  for  the  grand,  in  half  jest. 

Mr  Wordsworth  loved  all  that  was  rich  and  picturesque, 
light  and  free  in  clothing.  A  deep  Prussian  blue  or  purple  was 
one  of  his  favourite  colours  for  a  silk  dress.  He  wished  that 
white  dresses  were  banished,  and  that  our  peasantry  wore  blue 
and  scarlet  and  other  warm  colours,  instead  of  sombre,  dingy 
black,  which  converts  a  crowd  that  might  be  ornamental  in  the 
landscape  into  a  swarm  of  magnified  ants.  I  remember  his  say¬ 
ing  how  much  better  young  girls  looked  of  an  evening  in  bare 
arms,  even  if  the  arms  themselves  were  not  very  lovely,  it  gave 
such  a  lightness  to  their  general  air.  I  think  he  was  looking  at 
Dora  when  he  said  this.  White  dresses  he  thought  cold,  a  blot 
and  disharmony  in  any  picture,  in  door  or  out  of  door.  My 
father  admired  white  clothing  because  he  looked  at  it  in  refer¬ 
ence  to  woman,  as  expressive  of  her  delicacy  and  purity,  not 
merely  as  a  component  part  of  a  general  picture. 

My  father  liked  my  wearing  a  cap.  He  thought  it  looked  girl¬ 
ish  and  domestic.  Dora  and  I  must  have  been  a  curious  con¬ 
trast — she  with  her  wild  eyes,  impetuous  movements,  and  fine, 
long,  floating  yellow  hair — I  with  my  timid,  large  blue  eyes, 
slender  form,  and  little,  fair,  delicate  face,  muffled  up  in  lace 
border  and  muslin. 

Echoes  of  an  Autobiography  (1994)  by  Naguib  Mahfouz 
(1911-2006),  Egyptian  writer 

In  Echoes  of  An  Autobiography,  Mahfouz  sketches  a  succession  of  brief 
memories  and  fantasies  that  dart  back  and  forth  in  time,  and  across  a 
range  of  subjects:  the  fruit  of  a  lifetime’s  experience.  The  revolution 
Mahfouz  describes  in  the  excerpt  below  is  the  1919  Egyptian  uprising 
against  the  British.  The  author  grew  up  in  Cairo,  the  setting  for  his 
famous  novels  in  the  Cairo  Trilogy  (1956-1957).  Throughout  much  of 
his  life,  he  worked  as  a  high-ranking  civil  servant  for  the  Egyptian 
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government,  before  retiring  to  devote  himself  to  writing.  He  won  the 
Nobel  Prize  for  Literature  in  1988. 

I  was  less  than  seven  years  old  when  I  said  a  prayer  for  the  revo¬ 
lution.  One  morning  I  went  to  my  primary  school,  escorted  by 
the  maid.  I  walked  like  someone  being  led  off  to  prison.  In  my 
hand  was  a  copybook,  in  my  eyes  a  look  of  dejection,  in  my  heart 
a  longing  for  anarchy.  The  cold  air  stung  my  half-naked  legs  below 
my  shorts.  We  found  the  school  closed,  with  the  janitor  saying  in 
a  stentorian  voice,  “Because  of  the  demonstrations  there  will  again 
be  no  school  today.” 

A  wave  of  joy  flowed  over  me  and  swept  me  to  the  shores  of 
happiness.  From  the  depths  of  my  heart  I  prayed  to  God  that 
the  revolution  might  last  forever. 

The  Secret  Life  of  Salvador  Dali  (1942)  by  Salvador  Dali 
(1904-1989),  Spanish  painter 

In  his  richly  inventive  and  frequently  bizarre  autobiography,  Dali 
recalls  his  formative  years  growing  up  in  Spain,  including  the  time 
spent  in  his  mother’s  womb.  He  was  born  in  Figueras  in  1904  and 
began  to  paint  as  a  student.  In  1941,  shortly  after  fleeing  Europe  for 
the  United  States  during  World  War  II,  Dali  had  his  first  major  retro¬ 
spective,  at  the  Museum  of  Modern  Art  in  New  York.  The  legend  of 
his  eccentricity  was  further  enhanced  by  the  publication  of  The  Secret 
Life  the  following  year,  when  Dali  was  thirty-seven  years  old. 

At  the  age  of  six  I  wanted  to  be  a  cook.  At  seven  I  wanted  to 
be  Napoleon.  And  my  ambition  has  been  growing  steadily 
ever  since.  Stendhal  somewhere  quotes  the  remark  of  an  Italian 
princess  who  was  eating  ice  cream  with  enormous  relish  one  hot 
evening.  “Isn’t  it  too  bad  this  is  not  a  sin!”  she  exclaimed.  When 
I  was  six,  it  was  a  sin  for  me  to  eat  food  of  any  kind  in  the  kitchen. 
Going  into  this  part  of  the  house  was  one  of  the  few  things  cate¬ 
gorically  forbidden  me  by  my  parents.  I  would  stand  around  for 
hours,  my  mouth  watering,  till  I  saw  my  chance  to  sneak  into  that 
place  of  enchantment;  and  while  the  maids  stood  by  and 
screamed  with  delight  I  would  snatch  a  piece  of  raw  meat  or  a 
broiled  mushroom  on  which  I  would  nearly  choke  but  which,  to 
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me,  had  the  marvelous  flavor,  the  intoxicating  quality,  that  only 
fear  and  guilt  can  impart. 

Aside  from  being  forbidden  the  kitchen  I  was  allowed  to  do 
anything  I  pleased.  I  wet  my  bed  till  I  was  eight  for  the  sheer  fun 
of  it.  I  was  the  absolute  monarch  of  the  house.  Nothing  was 
good  enough  for  me.  My  father  and  mother  worshipped  me.  On 
the  day  of  the  Feast  of  Kings  I  received  among  innumerable  gifts 
a  dazzling  king’s  costume — a  gold  crown  studded  with  great 
topazes  and  an  ermine  cape;  from  that  time  on  I  lived  almost 
continually  disguised  in  this  costume.  When  I  was  chased  out  of 
the  kitchen  by  the  bustling  maids,  how  often  would  I  stand  in 
the  dark  hallway  glued  to  one  spot — dressed  in  my  kingly  robes, 
my  scepter  in  one  hand,  and  in  the  other  a  leather-thonged  mat¬ 
tress  beater — trembling  with  rage  and  possessed  by  an  over¬ 
whelming  desire  to  give  the  maids  a  good  beating. 

“Memoir  of  the  Author’s  Life”  (1832)  by  James  Hogg 
(1770-1835),  Scottish  poet 

Hogg’s  memoir — included  in  his  collection  of  prose  writings  Altrive 
Tales  (1832) — begins  with  the  author’s  birth  in  1772  in  Ettrick, 
Scotland  (in  fact,  according  to  the  parish  register,  he  was  born  in 
1770,  but  the  author’s  account  is  so  exuberant,  it  seems  unfair  to  pick 
holes).  He  lived  on  his  father’s  farm  until,  when  the  family  went  bank¬ 
rupt,  the  six-year-old  Hogg  was  forced  to  leave  school  and  to  work  as 
a  shepherd.  At  15  he  began  to  teach  himself  to  read  and  write,  and  he 
was  soon  composing  and  publishing  poetry.  Hogg  learned  to  capitalize 
on  his  humble  beginnings,  appearing  in  London  wearing  his  shep¬ 
herd’s  tartan  and — although  he  had  long  since  given  up  herding  for 
poetry — continuing  to  refer  to  himself  as  “the  Ettrick  Shepherd.” 

At  such  an  age,  it  cannot  be  expected  that  I  should  have 
made  great  progress  in  learning.  The  school  house,  how¬ 
ever,  being  almost  at  our  door,  I  had  attended  it  for  a  short  time, 
and  had  the  honour  of  standing  at  the  head  of  a  juvenile  class, 
who  read  the  Shorter  Catechism  and  the  Proverbs  of  Solomon.  At 
the  next  Whitsunday  after  our  expulsion  from  the  farm  I  was 
obliged  to  go  to  service;  and  being  only  seven  years  of  age,  was 
hired  by  a  farmer  in  the  neighbourhood  to  herd  a  few  cows;  my 
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wages  for  the  half  year  being  a  ewe  lamb  and  a  pair  of  new  shoes. 
Even  at  that  early  age  my  fancy  seems  to  have  been  a  hard  neigh¬ 
bour  for  both  judgment  and  memory.  I  was  wont  to  strip  off  my 
clothes,  and  run  races  against  time,  or  rather  against  myself;  and, 
in  the  course  of  these  exploits,  which  I  accomplished  much  to 
my  own  admiration,  I  first  lost  my  plaid,  then  my  bonnet,  then 
my  coat,  and  finally,  my  hosen;  for,  as  for  shoes,  I  had  none.  In 
that  naked  state  did  I  herd  for  several  days,  till  a  shepherd  and  a 
maid-servant  were  sent  to  the  hills  to  look  for  them,  and  found 
them  all.  Next  year  my  parents  took  me  home  during  the  winter 
quarter,  and  put  me  to  school  with  a  lad  named  Ker,  who  was 
teaching  the  children  of  a  neighbouring  farmer.  Here  I  advanced 
so  far  as  to  get  into  the  class  who  read  in  the  Bible.  I  had  like¬ 
wise,  for  some  time  before  my  quarter  was  out,  tried  writing;  and 
had  horribly  defiled  several  sheets  of  paper  with  copy-lines,  every 
letter  of  which  was  nearly  an  inch  in  length. 

Thus  terminated  my  education.  After  this  I  was  never 
another  day  at  any  school  whatever.  In  all  I  had  spent  about  half 
a  year  at  it.  It  is  true,  my  former  master  denied  this;  and  when  I 
was  only  twenty  years  of  age,  said,  if  he  was  called  on  to  make 
oath,  he  would  swear  I  was  never  at  his  school.  However,  I  know 
I  was  at  it  for  two  or  three  months,  and  I  do  not  choose  to  be 
deprived  of  the  honour  of  having  attended  the  school  of  my 
native  parish;  nor  yet  that  old  John  Beattie  should  lose  the  hon¬ 
our  of  such  a  scholar.  I  was  again,  that  very  spring,  sent  away  to 
my  old  occupation  of  herding  cows.  This  employment,  the  worst 
and  lowest  known  in  our  country,  I  was  engaged  in  for  several 
years  under  sundry  masters,  till  at  length  I  got  into  the  more 
honourable  one  of  keeping  sheep. 


Seven 


Memoirs  of  the  Late  Mrs.  Robinson ,  Written  by  Herself 
(1801)  by  Mary  Darby  Robinson  (c.1758-1800),  English 
actress  and  writer 


When  Robinson  died  in  1800,  she  left  an  unfinished  draft  of  her  auto¬ 
biography  to  her  daughter  Maria,  with  a  request  that  it  should  be  pub- 
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lished.  Her  Memoirs  appeared  in  1801  and  tells  her  story  from  the  time 
of  her  birth  in  Bristol  in  1758  (although  recent  research  shows  she  was 
probably  born  two  years  earlier).  After  marrying  a  compulsive  gambler 
at  sixteen,  Robinson  started  writing  poems  and  took  to  the  stage  to 
help  support  her  family.  She  continued  to  write,  publishing  poems  and 
a  series  of  highly  successful  novels.  Robinson  was  also  famous  for  hav¬ 
ing  a  scandalous  and  very  public  affair  with  the  Prince  of  Wales,  the 
future  King  George  IV. 

As  soon  as  I  had  learned  to  read,  my  great  delight  was  that  of 
learning  epitaphs  and  monumental  inscriptions.  A  story  of 
melancholy  import  never  failed  to  excite  my  attention;  and 
before  I  was  seven  years  old  I  could  correctly  repeat  Pope’s  “Lines 
to  the  Memory  of  an  Unfortunate  Lady;”  Mason’ s  “Elegy  on  the 
Death  of  the  Beautiful  Countess  of  Coventry,”  and  many  smaller 
poems  on  similar  subjects.  I  had  then  been  attended  two  years  by 
various  masters.  Mr.  Edmund  Broadrip  taught  me  music,  my 
father  having  presented  me  with  one  of  Kirkman’s  finest  harpsi¬ 
chords,  as  an  incitement  to  emulation.  Even  there  my  natural 
bent  of  mind  evinced  itself.  The  only  melody  which  pleased  me 
was  that  of  the  mournful  and  touching  kind.  Two  of  my  earliest 
favourites  were  the  celebrated  ballad  by  Gay,  beginning,  “Twas 
when  the  sea  was  roaring,”  and  the  simple  pathetic  stanzas  of 
“The  Heavy  Hours,”  by  the  poet  Lord  Lyttelton.  These,  though 
nature  had  given  me  but  little  voice,  I  could  at  seven  years  of  age 
sing  so  pathetically  that  my  mother,  to  the  latest  hour  of  her  life, 
never  could  bear  to  hear  the  latter  of  them  repeated.  They 
reminded  her  of  sorrows  in  which  I  have  since  painfully  learned 
to  sympathize. 

The  early  hours  of  boarding-school  study  I  passed  under  the 
tuition  of  the  Misses  More,  sisters  to  the  lady  of  that  name  .  .  . 
The  education  of  their  young  pupils  was  undertaken  by  the  five 
sisters.  “In  my  mind’s  eye”,  I  see  them  now  before  me;  while 
every  circumstance  of  those  early  days  is  minutely  and  indeli¬ 
bly  impressed  upon  my  memory. 

I  remember  the  first  time  I  ever  was  present  at  a  dramatic 
representation:  it  was  the  benefit  of  that  great  actor  [Mr.  Powel] 
who  was  proceeding  rapidly  toward  the  highest  paths  of  fame, 
when  death  dropped  the  oblivious  curtain,  and  closed  the 
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scene  for  ever.  The  part  which  he  performed  was  King  Lear;  his 
wife,  afterward  Mrs.  Fisher,  played  Cordelia,  but  not  with  suffi¬ 
cient  eciat  to  render  the  profession  an  object  for  her  future  exer¬ 
tions.  The  whole  school  attended,  Mr.  Powel’ s  two  daughters 
being  then  pupils  of  the  Misses  More.  Mrs.  John  Kemble,  then 
Miss  P.  Hopkins,  was  also  one  of  my  schoolfellows,  as  was  the 
daughter  of  Mrs.  Palmer,  formerly  Miss  Pritchard,  and  after¬ 
ward  Mrs.  Lloyd.  I  mention  these  circumstances  merely  to 
prove  that  memory  does  not  deceive  me. 

Narrative  of  the  Life  of  Frederick  Douglass ,  An  American 
Slave  (1845)  by  Frederick  Douglass  (c. 1818-1895), 
American  writer,  former  slave,  and  abolitionist 

This  is  generally  considered  the  finest  of  the  hundreds  of  slave  narra¬ 
tives  that  were  published  in  America  and  Europe  during  the  late  eigh¬ 
teenth  and  early  nineteenth  centuries.  Douglass  was  bom  Frederick 
Augustus  Washington  Bailey,  in  Maryland,  around  1818.  As  a  boy,  he 
experienced  the  manifold  degradations  of  slave  life,  being  brutally 
beaten  and  frequently  starved.  When  the  Narrative  first  appeared  in 
print,  Douglass  was  a  fugitive  from  his  owners,  and  he  risked  re-enslave- 
ment  by  publishing.  After  the  book’s  publication,  Douglass  went  on  a 
lecture  tour  of  Great  Britain  where  he  managed  to  raise  the  funds  to  pay 
for  his  legal  emancipation.  For  the  rest  of  his  life  he  worked  for  the  civil 
rights  of  African-Americans. 

My  mother  was  named  Harriet  Bailey.  She  was  the  daughter 
of  Isaac  and  Betsey  Bailey,  both  colored,  and  quite  dark. 
My  mother  was  of  a  darker  complexion  than  either  my  grand¬ 
mother  or  grandfather.  My  father  was  a  white  man.  He  was 
admitted  to  be  such  by  all  I  ever  heard  speak  of  my  parentage. 
The  opinion  was  also  whispered  that  my  master  was  my  father; 
but  of  the  correctness  of  this  opinion,  I  know  nothing;  the  means 
of  knowing  was  withheld  from  me.  My  mother  and  I  were  sepa¬ 
rated  when  I  was  but  an  infant — before  I  knew  her  as  my  mother. 

It  is  a  common  custom,  in  the  part  of  Maryland  from  which  I  ran 
away,  to  part  children  from  their  mothers  at  a  very  early  age. 
Frequently,  before  the  child  has  reached  its  twelfth  month,  its 
mother  is  taken  from  it,  and  hired  out  on  some  farm  a  consider- 
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able  distance  off,  and  the  child  is  placed  under  the  care  of  an  old 
woman,  too  old  for  field  labour.  For  what  this  separation  is  done, 
I  do  not  know,  unless  it  be  to  hinder  the  development  of  the 
child’s  affection  toward  its  mother,  and  to  blunt  and  destroy  the 
natural  affection  of  the  mother  for  the  child.  This  is  the 
inevitable  result. 

I  never  saw  my  mother,  to  know  her  as  such,  more  than  four 
or  five  times  in  my  life;  and  each  of  these  times  was  very  short 
in  duration,  and  at  night.  She  was  hired  by  a  Mr.  Stewart,  who 
lived  about  twelve  miles  from  my  home.  She  made  her  journeys 
to  see  me  in  the  night,  traveling  the  whole  distance  on  foot, 
after  the  performance  of  her  day’s  work.  She  was  a  field  hand, 
and  a  whipping  is  the  penalty  of  not  being  in  the  field  at  sun¬ 
rise,  unless  a  slave  has  special  permission  from  his  or  her  mas¬ 
ter  to  the  contrary — a  permission  which  they  seldom  get,  and 
one  that  gives  to  him  that  gives  it  the  proud  name  of  being  a 
kind  master.  I  do  not  recollect  of  ever  seeing  my  mother  by  the 
light  of  day.  She  was  with  me  in  the  night.  She  would  lie  down 
with  me,  and  get  me  to  sleep,  but  long  before  I  waked  she  was 
gone.  Very  little  communication  ever  took  place  between  us. 
Death  soon  ended  what  little  we  could  have  while  she  lived, 
and  with  it  her  hardships  and  suffering.  She  died  when  I  was 
about  seven  years  old,  on  one  of  my  master’s  farms,  near  Lee’s 
Mill.  I  was  not  allowed  to  be  present  during  her  illness,  at  her 
death,  or  burial.  She  was  gone  long  before  I  knew  any  thing 
about  it.  Never  having  enjoyed,  to  any  considerable  extent,  her 
soothing  presence,  her  tender  and  watchful  care,  I  received  the 
tidings  of  her  death  with  much  the  same  emotions  I  should 
have  probably  felt  at  the  death  of  a  stranger. 

Called  thus  suddenly  away,  she  left  me  without  the  slightest 
intimation  of  who  my  father  was.  The  whisper  that  my  master 
was  my  father,  may  or  may  not  be  true;  and,  true  or  false,  it  is 
of  but  little  consequence  to  my  purpose  whilst  the  fact  remains, 
in  all  its  glaring  odiousness,  that  slaveholders  have  ordained, 
and  by  law  established,  that  the  children  of  slave  women  shall 
in  all  cases  follow  the  condition  of  their  mothers;  and  this  is 
done  too  obviously  to  administer  to  their  own  lusts,  and  make 
a  gratification  of  their  wicked  desires  profitable  as  well  as  pleas¬ 
urable;  for  by  this  cunning  arrangement,  the  slaveholder,  in 
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cases  not  a  few,  sustains  to  his  slaves  the  double  relation  of  mas¬ 
ter  and  father. 

I  know  of  such  cases;  and  it  is  worthy  of  remark  that  such 
slaves  invariably  suffer  greater  hardships,  and  have  more  to 
contend  with,  than  others.  They  are,  in  the  first  place,  a  con¬ 
stant  offence  to  their  mistress.  She  is  ever  disposed  to  find  fault 
with  them;  they  can  seldom  do  any  thing  to  please  her;  she  is 
never  better  pleased  than  when  she  sees  them  under  the  lash, 
especially  when  she  suspects  her  husband  of  showing  to  his 
mulatto  children  favors  which  he  withholds  from  his  black 
slaves.  The  master  is  frequently  compelled  to  sell  this  class  of 
his  slaves,  out  of  deference  to  the  feelings  of  his  white  wife; 
and,  cruel  as  the  deed  may  strike  any  one  to  be,  for  a  man  to 
sell  his  own  children  to  human  flesh-mongers,  it  is  often  the 
dictate  of  humanity  for  him  to  do  so;  for,  unless  he  does  this,  he 
must  not  only  whip  them  himself,  but  must  stand  by  and  see 
one  white  son  tie  up  his  brother,  of  but  few  shades  darker  com¬ 
plexion  than  himself,  and  ply  the  gory  lash  to  his  naked  back; 
and  if  he  lisp  one  word  of  disapproval,  it  is  set  down  to  his 
parental  partiality,  and  only  makes  a  bad  matter  worse,  both  for 
himself  and  the  slave  whom  he  would  protect  and  defend. 

Every  year  brings  with  it  multitudes  of  this  class  of  slaves.  It 
was  doubtless  in  consequence  of  a  knowledge  of  this  fact,  that 
one  great  statesman  of  the  south  predicted  the  downfall  of  slav¬ 
ery  by  the  inevitable  laws  of  population.  Whether  this 
prophecy  is  ever  fulfilled  or  not,  it  is  nevertheless  plain  that  a 
very  different-looking  class  of  people  are  springing  up  at  the 
south,  and  are  now  held  in  slavery,  from  those  originally 
brought  to  this  country  from  Africa;  and  if  their  increase  do  no 
other  good,  it  will  do  away  the  force  of  the  argument,  that  God 
cursed  Ham,  and  therefore  American  slavery  is  right.  If  the  lin¬ 
eal  descendants  of  Ham  are  alone  to  be  scripturally  enslaved,  it 
is  certain  that  slavery  at  the  south  must  soon  become  unscrip- 
tural;  for  thousands  are  ushered  into  the  world,  annually,  who, 
like  myself,  owe  their  existence  to  white  fathers,  and  those 
fathers  most  frequently  their  own  masters. 


Beginnings  79 


An  Autobiography  (1883)  by  Anthony  Trollope  (1815-1882), 
English  writer 

The  great  Victorian  novelist  Trollope  wrote  his  autobiography  in  old 
age,  on  the  understanding  that  it  would  not  be  published  until  after 
his  death.  In  the  book,  he  describes  the  period  of  his  childhood  and 
the  effect  of  his  father’s  descent  from  relative  wealth  into  poverty,  a 
source  of  great  embarrassment  and  difficulty  for  the  young  Trollope. 
He  went  on  to  work  at  the  post  office  for  thirty-three  years,  writing  his 
novels  in  the  mornings.  One  of  the  most  successful  and  prolific  writ¬ 
ers  of  the  Victorian  era,  Trollope  published  forty-seven  books  in  his 
lifetime  and  is  credited  with  both  the  invention  of  the  serial  novel 
and  the  introduction  of  the  red  post  box  to  Great  Britain. 

My  two  elder  brothers  had  been  sent  as  day  boarders  to 
Harrow  School  from  the  bigger  house,  and  may  probably 
have  been  received  among  the  aristocratic  crowd,  not  on  equal 
terms,  because  a  day  boarder  at  Harrow  in  those  days  was  never 
so  received,  but  at  any  rate  as  other  day  boarders.  I  don’t  suppose 
that  they  were  well  treated,  but  I  doubt  whether  they  were  sub¬ 
jected  to  the  ignominy  which  I  endured.  I  was  only  seven,  and  I 
think  that  boys  at  seven  are  now  spared  among  their  more  con¬ 
siderate  seniors.  I  was  never  spared — and  was  not  even  allowed 
to  run  to  and  fro  between  our  house  and  the  school  without  a 
daily  purgatory.  No  doubt  my  appearance  was  against  me.  I 
remember  well,  when  I  was  still  the  junior  boy  in  the  school,  Dr 
Butler,  the  headmaster,  stopping  me  in  the  street,  and  asking  me 
with  all  the  clouds  of  Jove  upon  his  brow,  and  all  the  thunder  in 
his  voice,  whether  it  was  possible  that  the  Harrow  School  was 
disgraced  by  so  disreputably  dirty  a  little  boy  as  I!  Oh  what  I  felt 
at  that  moment!  But  I  could  not  look  my  feelings.  I  do  not  doubt 
that  I  was  dirty — but  I  think  that  he  was  cruel.  He  must  have 
known  me,  had  he  seen  me  as  he  was  wont  to  see  me,  for  he  was 
in  the  habit  of  flogging  me  constantly.  Perhaps  he  did  not  recog¬ 
nize  me  by  my  face. 

At  this  time  I  was  three  years  at  Harrow;  and  as  far  as  I  can 
remember,  I  was  the  junior  boy  in  the  school  when  I  left  it. 
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“Of  the  Education  of  Children”  (1580)  by  Michel  de 
Montaigne  (1533-1592),  French  essayist  and  philosopher 

Montaigne  is  often  described  as  the  inventor  of  the  personal  essay, 
although  the  form  certainly  had  its  precedents  in  didactic  works  of 
antiquity.  By  placing  himself  as  the  central  object  of  his  investiga¬ 
tions,  however,  Montaigne  was  the  first  to  probe  so  deeply  or  to  reveal 
so  much  and  his  influence  on  subsequent  European  thought  and  liter¬ 
ature  has  been  immeasurable.  He  was  born  Michel  Eyquem  de 
Montaigne  in  Perigord,  France,  at  the  family  chateau.  When  he  inher¬ 
ited  the  estate  on  the  death  of  his  father  in  1568  he  retired  from  his 
legal  work,  beginning  to  write  soon  afterwards,  from  the  seclusion  of 
his  library,  where  classical  mottoes  such  as  those  included  in  his  essays 
were  painted  on  the  ceiling. 

The  first  taste  I  had  for  books  came  from  pleasure  I  took  in  the 
fables  of  Ovid’s  Metamorphoses.  For  when  I  was  about  seven 
or  eight  years  old,  I  would  steal  away  from  all  other  pleasures  to 
read  them  since  this  was  my  mother  tongue  and  since  it  was  the 
easiest  book  that  I  knew  and  the  best  suited  by  its  content  to  my 
tender  age.  For  as  for  the  Lancelots  of  the  Lake,  the  Amadises, 
the  Huons  of  Bordeaux,  and  such  trashy  books  on  which  chil¬ 
dren  waste  their  time,  I  did  not  know  even  their  names,  nor  do  I 
yet  know  their  substance,  so  exact  was  my  discipline.  This  made 
me  more  careless  in  the  study  of  my  other  prescribed  lessons. 
Here  I  happened  very  opportunely  to  have  to  do  with  an  under¬ 
standing  tutor  who  knew  enough  to  connive  cleverly  at  this 
escapade  of  mine  and  others  of  the  same  nature.  For  by  this 
means  I  ran  straight  through  Virgil’s  Aeneid,  and  then  Terence, 
and  then  Plautus,  and  some  Italian  comedies,  allured  always  by 
the  pleasantness  of  the  subject.  Had  he  been  so  foolish  as  to 
break  up  this  activity,  I  believe  I  should  have  brought  nothing 
away  from  school  but  a  hatred  of  books,  as  almost  all  our  noble¬ 
men  do.  He  handled  himself  cleverly  in  that  business. 
Pretending  to  see  nothing,  he  whetted  my  appetite,  allowing  me 
to  devour  these  books  only  on  the  sly  and  holding  me  gently  at 
my  job  on  the  regular  studies.  For  the  chief  qualities  my  father 
sought  in  those  whom  he  put  in  charge  of  me  were  affability  of 
manners  and  good  humor.  For  my  own  character  had  no  other 
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vice  but  listlessness  and  laziness.  The  danger  was  not  that  I 
should  do  ill,  but  that  I  should  do  nothing.  Nobody  predicted 
that  I  should  be  wicked,  but  only  useless;  they  foresaw  idleness, 
but  no  viciousness. 

Impressions  of  an  Indian  Childhood  (1900)  by  Gertrude 
Simmons  Bonnin  (1876-1938),  Native  American  writer 
and  campaigner 

Simmons  was  born  on  a  Sioux  reservation,  in  South  Dakota,  in  1876. 
At  the  age  of  eight,  against  her  mother’s  wishes,  she  agreed  to  leave 
the  reservation  to  study  at  a  Quaker  school  in  Indiana.  After  graduat¬ 
ing  from  the  Boston  Conservatory,  where  she  studied  violin,  she  gave 
herself  the  Native  American  name,  Zitkala-Sa,  meaning  “red  bird”, 
and  began  to  publish  her  autobiographical  sketches.  From  1900  to 
1902  she  wrote  her  memoirs,  articles,  and  versions  of  Sioux  legends, 
becoming  one  of  the  first  Native  American  women  to  write  about  her 
background  without  an  ethnographer.  Although  she  produced  no 
other  major  literary  works  after  her  marriage  in  1902,  she  spent  the 
rest  of  her  life  working  for  Native  American  rights  and  remains  the 
only  Native  American  to  have  written  an  opera  (Sun  Dance,  1913). 

Always  after  these  confining  lessons  I  was  wild  with  surplus 
spirits,  and  found  joyous  relief  in  running  loose  in  the  open 
again.  Many  a  summer  afternoon,  a  party  of  four  or  five  of  my 
playmates  roamed  over  the  hills  with  me.  We  each  carried  a  light 
sharpened  rod  about  four  feet  long,  with  which  we  pried  up  cer¬ 
tain  sweet  roots.  When  we  had  eaten  all  the  choice  roots  we 
chanced  upon,  we  shouldered  our  rods  and  strayed  off  into 
patches  of  a  stalky  plant  under  whose  yellow  blossoms  we  found 
little  crystal  drops  of  gum.  Drop  by  drop  we  gathered  this  nature’s 
rockcandy,  until  each  of  us  could  boast  of  a  lump  the  size  of  a 
small  bird’s  egg.  Soon  satiated  with  its  woody  flavor,  we  tossed 
away  our  gum  to  return  again  to  the  sweet  roots. 

I  remember  well  how  we  used  to  exchange  our  necklaces, 
beaded  belts,  and  sometimes  even  our  moccasins.  We  pretended 
to  offer  them  as  gifts  to  one  another.  We  delighted  in  imperson¬ 
ating  our  own  mothers.  We  talked  of  things  we  had  heard  them 
say  in  their  conversations.  We  imitated  their  various  manners, 
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even  to  the  inflection  of  their  voices.  In  the  lap  of  the  prairie  we 
seated  ourselves  upon  our  feet;  and  leaning  our  painted  cheeks 
in  the  palms  of  our  hands,  we  rested  our  elbows  on  our  knees, 
and  bent  forward  as  old  women  were  most  accustomed  to  do. 

While  one  of  us  was  telling  of  some  heroic  deed  recently  done 
by  a  near  relative,  the  rest  of  us  listened  attentively,  and 
exclaimed  in  undertones,  “Han!  Han!”  (Yes!  Yes!)  whenever  the 
speaker  paused  for  breath,  or  sometimes  for  our  sympathy.  As  the 
discourse  became  more  thrilling,  according  to  our  ideas,  we  raised 
our  voices  in  these  interjections.  In  these  impersonations  our  par¬ 
ents  were  led  to  say  only  those  things  that  were  in  common  favor. 

No  matter  how  exciting  a  tale  we  might  be  rehearsing,  the 
mere  shifting  of  a  cloud  shadow  in  the  landscape  nearby  was 
sufficient  to  change  our  impulses;  and  soon  we  were  all  chas¬ 
ing  the  great  shadows  that  played  among  the  hills.  We  shouted 
and  whooped  in  the  chase;  laughing  and  calling  to  one 
another,  we  were  like  little  sportive  nymphs  on  that  Dakota 
sea  of  rolling  green. 

On  one  occasion,  I  forgot  the  cloud  shadow  in  a  strange 
notion  to  catch  up  with  my  own  shadow.  Standing  straight  and 
still,  I  began  to  glide  after  it,  putting  out  one  foot  cautiously. 
When,  with  the  greatest  care,  I  set  my  foot  in  advance  of  myself, 
my  shadow  crept  onward  too.  Then  again  I  tried  it;  this  time 
with  the  other  foot.  Still  again  my  shadow  escaped  me.  I  began 
to  run;  and  away  flew  my  shadow,  always  just  a  step  beyond  me. 
Faster  and  faster  I  ran,  setting  my  teeth  and  clenching  my  fists, 
determined  to  overtake  my  own  fleet  shadow.  But  ever  swifter  it 
glided  before  me,  while  I  was  growing  breathless  and  hot. 
Slackening  my  speed,  I  was  greatly  vexed  that  my  shadow  should 
check  its  pace  also.  Daring  it  to  the  utmost,  as  I  thought,  I  sat 
down  upon  a  rock  imbedded  in  the  hillside. 

So!  My  shadow  had  the  impudence  to  sit  down  beside  me! 

Now  my  comrades  caught  up  with  me,  and  began  to  ask  why 
I  was  running  away  so  fast. 

“Oh,  I  was  chasing  my  shadow!  Didn’t  you  ever  do  that?”  I 
inquired,  surprised  that  they  should  not  understand. 

They  planted  their  moccasined  feet  firmly  upon  my  shadow 
to  stay  it,  and  I  arose.  Again  my  shadow  slipped  away,  and  moved 
as  often  as  I  did.  Then  we  gave  up  trying  to  catch  my  shadow. 
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Before  this  peculiar  experience  I  have  no  distinct  memory 
of  having  recognised  any  vital  bond  between  myself  and  my 
own  shadow.  I  never  gave  it  an  afterthought. 

Returning  our  borrowed  belts  and  trinkets,  we  rambled 
homeward.  That  evening,  as  on  other  evenings,  I  went  to  sleep 
over  my  legends. 

Autobiography  of  Andrew  Carnegie  (1920)  by  Andrew 
Carnegie  (1835-1919),  Scottish' American  industrialist  and 
philanthropist 

Carnegie’s  rags  to  riches  story  begins  with  his  humble  birth,  in 
Dunfermline,  Scotland,  in  1835.  His  father  was  a  skilled  weaver  but 
was  unable  to  find  work,  prompting  the  family’s  move  to  America  in 
1848.  As  a  young  man,  Carnegie  rose  through  the  ranks  of  his  local 
telegraph  and  railroad  companies,  becoming  the  first  American  indus¬ 
trialist  to  realize  the  potential  of  steel.  After  he  sold  his  steel  company 
in  1901,  he  was  the  richest  man  in  the  world.  Later,  his  millions  went 
to  fund  education,  pension  plans  for  teachers,  the  cause  of  world 
peace,  and  thousands  of  libraries  around  the  world.  His  autobiography 
was  published  posthumously  in  1920. 

In  an  incautious  moment  my  parents  had  promised  that  I  should 
never  be  sent  to  school  until  I  asked  leave  to  go.  This  promise 
I  afterward  learned  began  to  give  them  considerable  uneasiness 
because  as  I  grew  up  I  showed  no  disposition  to  ask.  The  school¬ 
master,  Mr.  Robert  Martin,  was  applied  to  and  induced  to  take 
some  notice  of  me.  He  took  me  upon  an  excursion  one  day  with 
some  of  my  companions  who  attended  school,  and  great  relief  was 
experienced  by  my  parents  when  one  day  soon  afterward  I  came 
and  asked  for  permission  to  go  to  Mr.  Martin’ s  school.  I  need  not 
say  the  permission  was  duly  granted.  I  had  then  entered  upon  my 
eighth  year,  which  subsequent  experience  leads  me  to  say  is  quite 
early  enough  for  any  child  to  begin  attending  school. 

The  school  was  a  perfect  delight  to  me,  and  if  anything 
occurred  which  prevented  my  attendance  I  was  unhappy.  This 
happened  every  now  and  then  because  my  morning  duty  was  to 
bring  water  from  the  well  at  the  head  of  Moodie  Street.  The 
supply  was  scanty  and  irregular.  Sometimes  it  was  not  allowed 
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to  run  until  late  in  the  morning  and  a  score  of  old  wives  were 
sitting  around,  the  turn  of  each  having  been  previously  secured 
through  the  night  by  placing  a  worthless  can  in  the  line.  This, 
as  might  be  expected,  led  to  numerous  contentions  in  which  I 
would  not  be  put  down  even  by  these  venerable  old  dames.  I 
earned  the  reputation  of  being  “an  awfu’  laddie.”  In  this  way  I 
probably  developed  the  strain  of  argumentativeness,  or  perhaps 
combativeness,  which  has  always  remained  with  me. 

In  the  performance  of  these  duties  I  was  often  late  for  school, 
but  the  master,  knowing  the  cause,  forgave  the  lapses.  In  the 
same  connection  I  may  mention  that  I  had  often  the  shop 
errands  to  run  after  school,  so  that  in  looking  back  upon  my  life 
I  have  the  satisfaction  of  feeling  that  I  became  useful  to  my  par¬ 
ents  even  at  the  early  age  of  ten.  Soon  after  that  the  accounts  of 
the  various  people  who  dealt  with  the  shop  were  entrusted  to 
my  keeping  so  that  I  became  acquainted,  in  a  small  way,  with 
business  affairs  even  in  childhood. 

One  cause  of  misery  there  was,  however,  in  my  school  expe¬ 
rience.  The  boys  nicknamed  me  “Martin’ s  pet,”  and  sometimes 
called  out  that  dreadful  epithet  to  me  as  I  passed  along  the 
street.  I  did  not  know  all  that  it  meant,  but  it  seemed  to  me  a 
term  of  the  utmost  opprobrium,  and  I  know  that  it  kept  me 
from  responding  as  freely  as  I  should  otherwise  have  done  to 
that  excellent  teacher,  my  only  schoolmaster,  to  whom  I  owe  a 
debt  of  gratitude  which  I  regret  I  never  had  opportunity  to  do 
more  than  acknowledge  before  he  died. 

The  Magic  Lantern  (1987)  by  Ingmar  Bergman  (1918-), 
Swedish  film  and  theatre  director 

Throughout  his  autobiography,  Bergman  cuts  back  and  forth  in  time, 
as  if  envisioning  a  storyboard  for  the  film  of  his  life.  The  great  direc¬ 
tor  was  bom  in  Uppsala,  Sweden,  in  1918,  the  son  of  a  Lutheran  min¬ 
ister.  After  graduating  from  the  University  of  Stockholm,  Bergman 
began  to  work  in  the  theatre  and  in  opera,  writing  his  first  screenplay 
in  1944  and  going  on  to  make  fifty  films,  including  many  classics  of 
European  cinema.  As  he  describes  in  his  memoir,  he  experienced  par¬ 
ticularly  intense  relations  with  both  his  parents — in  The  Magic 
Lantern  he  mines  the  kinds  of  complicated  familial  dramas  he  so  often 
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explored  in  his  films  (while  managing  to  remain  tellingly  silent  on  the 
subject  of  his  five  marriages). 

The  weeks  before  Christmas.  The  immensely  rich  Aunt 
Anna’s  uniformed  Mr  Jansson  had  already  delivered  a  quan¬ 
tity  of  presents.  As  usual,  they  were  placed  in  the  Christmas  pres¬ 
ent  basket  in  the  cupboard  under  the  stairs.  One  parcel  in  par¬ 
ticular  aroused  my  excited  curiosity.  It  was  brown  and  angular 
with  “Forsners”  on  the  wrapping  paper.  Forsners  was  a  photo¬ 
graphic  store  in  Hamngatan  which  sold  not  only  cameras  but  real 
cinematographs . 

More  than  anything  else,  I  longed  for  a  cinematograph.  The 
year  before  I  had  been  to  the  cinema  for  the  first  time  and  seen 
a  film  about  a  horse.  I  think  it  was  called  B lack  Beauty  and  was 
based  on  a  famous  book.  The  film  was  on  at  the  Sture  cinema 
and  we  sat  in  the  front  row  of  the  circle.  To  me,  it  was  the 
beginning.  I  was  overcome  with  a  fever  that  has  never  left  me. 
The  silent  shadows  turned  their  pale  faces  towards  me  and 
spoke  in  audible  voices  to  my  most  secret  feelings.  Sixty  years 
have  gone  by  and  nothing  has  changed;  the  fever  is  the  same. 

Later  that  autumn,  I  went  to  see  a  school  friend  who  had  a 
cinematograph  and  a  few  films,  and  he  put  on  a  dutiful  per¬ 
formance  for  [my  friend]  Tippan  and  me.  I  was  allowed  to  wind 
the  machine  while  our  host  necked  with  Tippan. 

Christmas  was  an  explosion  of  amusements.  Mother 
directed  it  all  with  a  firm  hand,  and  there  must  have  been  con¬ 
siderable  organization  behind  this  orgy  of  hospitality,  meals, 
visiting  relatives,  Christmas  presents  and  church  arrangements. 

At  home,  Christmas  Eve  was  a  fairly  quiet  affair  which 
began  with  Christmas  prayers  in  church  at  five  o’clock,  then  a 
happy  but  restrained  meal,  the  lighting  of  the  candles  on  the 
tree,  the  reading  of  the  Christmas  story  and  early  bed.  (We  had 
to  be  up  for  early  mass  the  next  day,  in  those  days  really  early.) 

No  presents  were  handed  out,  but  the  evening  was  joyful,  an 
exciting  prelude  to  the  festivities  of  Christmas  Day.  After  early 
church  service  with  lighted  candles  and  trumpets  came 
Christmas  breakfast.  By  then  Father  had  carried  out  his  profes¬ 
sional  duties  and  had  exchanged  his  cassock  for  his  smoking 
jacket.  He  was  in  his  most  merry  mood  and  made  an  impro- 
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vised  speech  in  verse  to  our  guests,  sang  a  song  composed  for 
the  occasion,  toasted  everyone  in  schnapps,  gave  imitations  of 
his  colleagues  and  made  everyone  laugh.  I  sometimes  think 
about  his  cheerful  light-heartedness,  his  kindness,  friendliness 
and  extravagance,  everything  that  had  been  concealed  behind 
darkness,  severity,  brutality  and  remoteness.  I  think  that  in 
memory  I  have  often  done  my  father  an  injustice. 

After  breakfast,  everyone  went  to  bed  for  a  few  hours.  The 
internal  domestic  routine  must  have  gone  on  working,  for  at 
two  o’clock,  just  as  dusk  was  falling,  afternoon  coffee  was  served. 
We  had  open  house  for  anyone  who  cared  to  come  and  wish  the 
parsonage  a  happy  Christmas.  Several  friends  were  practising 
musicians  and  part  of  the  afternoon  festivities  was  usually  an 
improvised  concert.  Then  the  sumptuous  culmination  of 
Christmas  Day  approached:  the  evening  meal.  This  was  held  in 
our  spacious  kitchen,  where  the  social  hierarchy  was  temporar¬ 
ily  set  aside.  All  the  food  was  laid  out  on  a  serving  table  and 
covered  working  surfaces,  and  the  distribution  of  Christmas  gifts 
took  place  at  the  dining-room  table.  The  baskets  were  carried 
in,  Father  officiated  with  a  cigar  and  glass  of  sweet  liqueur,  the 
presents  were  handed  out,  verses  were  read  aloud,  applauded 
and  commented  on;  no  presents  without  verses. 

That  was  when  the  cinematograph  affair  occurred.  My 
brother  was  the  one  who  got  it. 

At  once  I  began  to  howl.  I  was  ticked  off  and  disappeared 
under  the  table,  where  I  raged  on  and  was  told  to  be  quiet  imme¬ 
diately.  I  rushed  off  to  the  nursery,  swearing  and  cursing,  consid¬ 
ered  running  away,  then  finally  fell  asleep  exhausted  by  grief. 

The  party  went  on. 

Later  in  the  evening  I  woke  up.  Gertrud  was  singing  a  folk 
song  downstairs  and  the  nightlight  was  glowing.  A  trans¬ 
parency  of  the  Nativity  scene  and  the  shepherds  at  prayer  was 
glimmering  faintly  on  the  tall  chest-of-drawers.  Among  my 
brother’s  other  Christmas  presents  on  the  white  gate-legged 
table  was  the  cinematograph,  with  its  crooked  chimney,  its 
beautifully  shaped  brass  lens  and  its  rack  for  the  film  loops. 

I  made  a  swift  decision.  I  woke  my  brother  and  proposed  a 
deal.  I  offered  him  my  hundred  tin  soldiers  in  exchange  for  the 
cinematograph.  As  Dag  possessed  a  huge  army  and  was  always 
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involved  in  war  games  with  his  friends,  an  agreement  was  made 
to  the  satisfaction  of  both  parties. 

The  cinematograph  was  mine. 

It  was  not  a  complicated  machine.  The  source  of  light  was 
a  paraffin  lamp  and  the  crank  was  attached  with  a  cogwheel 
and  a  Maltese  cross.  At  the  back  of  the  metal  box  was  a  simple 
reflecting  mirror,  behind  the  lens  a  slot  for  coloured  lantern 
slides.  The  apparatus  also  included  a  square  purple  box  which 
contained  some  glass  slides  and  a  sepia-coloured  film  strip 
(35mm).  This  was  about  three  metres  long  and  glued  into  a 
loop.  Information  on  the  lid  stated  that  the  film  was  called 
Mrs.  Holle.  Who  this  Mrs.  Holle  was  no  one  knew,  but  later  it 
turned  out  that  she  was  the  popular  equivalent  of  the  Goddess 
of  Love  in  Mediterranean  countries. 

The  next  morning  I  retreated  into  the  spacious  wardrobe  in 
the  nursery,  placed  the  cinematograph  on  a  sugar  crate,  lit  the 
paraffin  lamp  and  directed  the  beam  of  light  on  to  the  white¬ 
washed  wall.  Then  I  loaded  the  film. 

A  picture  of  a  meadow  appeared  on  the  wall.  Asleep  in  the 
meadow  was  a  young  woman  apparently  wearing  national  cos¬ 
tume.  Then  I  turned  the  handle!  It  is  impossible  to  describe  this. 

I  can’t  find  words  to  express  my  excitement.  But  at  any  time  I 
can  recall  the  smell  of  the  hot  metal,  the  scent  of  mothballs 
and  dust  in  the  wardrobe,  the  feel  of  the  crank  against  my 
hand.  I  can  see  the  trembling  rectangle  on  the  wall. 

I  turned  the  handle  and  the  girl  woke  up,  sat  up,  slowly  got 
up,  stretched  her  arms  out,  swung  round  and  disappeared  to  the 
right.  If  I  went  on  turning,  she  would  again  lie  there,  then  make 
exactly  the  same  movements  all  over  again. 

She  was  moving. 

“The  Devil  Finds  Work”  (1976)  by  James  Baldwin 
(1924-1987),  African-American  writer  and  civil  rights 
activist 

Baldwin  was  born  in  Harlem,  New  York,  in  1924-  “The  story  of  my 
childhood  is  the  usual  bleak  fantasy,”  he  once  wrote,  “and  we  can  dis¬ 
miss  it  with  the  restrained  observation  that  I  certainly  would  not 
consider  living  it  again.”  In  fact,  Baldwin  did  not  dismiss  his  child- 
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hood  entirely — descriptions  from  his  youth  find  their  way  into  many 
of  his  essays,  which  are  invariably  personal  in  tone.  The  excerpt 
above  is  the  title  essay  from  The  Devil  Finds  Work,  Baldwin’s  1976 
collection  of  investigations  into  racism  in  American  movies.  In 
addition  to  his  essays,  the  author  produced  six  novels  and  three 
plays,  as  well  as  many  poems  and  short  stories. 

Joan  Crawford’s  straight,  narrow,  and  lonely  back.  We  are  fol¬ 
lowing  her  through  the  corridors  of  a  moving  train.  She  is 
looking  for  someone,  or  she  is  trying  to  escape  from  someone. 
She  is  eventually  intercepted  by,  I  think,  Clark  Gable. 

I  am  fascinated  by  the  movement  on,  and  of,  the  screen, 
that  movement  which  is  something  like  the  heaving  and 
swelling  of  the  sea  (though  I  have  not  yet  been  to  the  sea):  and 
which  is  also  something  like  the  light  which  moves  on,  and 
especially  beneath,  the  water. 

I  am  about  seven.  I  am  with  my  mother,  or  my  aunt.  The 
movie  is  Dance,  Fools,  Dance. 

I  don’t  remember  the  film.  A  child  is  far  too  self-centered  to 
relate  to  any  dilemma  which  does  not,  somehow,  relate  to 
him — to  his  own  evolving  dilemma.  The  child  escapes  into 
what  he  would  like  his  situation  to  be,  and  I  certainly  did  not 
wish  to  be  a  fleeing  fugitive  on  a  moving  train;  and,  also,  with 
quite  another  part  of  my  mind,  I  was  aware  that  Joan  Crawford 
was  a  white  lady.  Yet,  I  remember  being  sent  to  the  store  some¬ 
time  later,  and  a  colored  woman,  who,  to  me,  looked  exactly 
like  Joan  Crawford,  was  buying  something.  She  was  so  incredi¬ 
bly  beautiful — she  seemed  to  be  wearing  the  sunlight,  rearrang¬ 
ing  it  around  her  from  time  to  time,  with  a  movement  of  one 
hand,  with  a  movement  of  her  head,  and  with  her  smile — that 
when  she  paid  the  man  and  started  out  of  the  store,  I  started  out 
behind  her.  The  storekeeper,  who  knew  me,  and  others  in  the 
store  who  knew  my  mother’s  little  boy  (and  who  also  knew  my 
Miss  Crawford!)  laughed  and  called  me  back.  Miss  Crawford 
also  laughed  and  looked  down  at  me  with  so  beautiful  a  smile 
that  I  was  not  even  embarrassed.  Which  was  rare  for  me. 
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My  Life  (1927)  by  Isadora  Duncan  (1878-1927),  American 
dancer  and  choreographer 

One  of  the  founders  of  modem  dance,  Duncan  finished  her  autobiog¬ 
raphy  shortly  before  her  death  in  a  car  accident  in  France,  in  1927. 
She  was  bom  Angela  Duncan,  in  San  Francisco,  in  1878.  Her  parents 
divorced  when  she  was  a  baby  and  as  a  child  she  taught  dance  classes 
to  help  support  the  family.  At  the  age  of  twenty-one,  Duncan  moved 
to  London  and  then  to  Paris,  where  her  evolving  philosophy  of 
dance — fluid,  instinctual,  and  inspired  by  the  images  she  had  seen  on 
Greek  vases  in  the  British  Museum — found  a  more  sympathetic  audi¬ 
ence.  By  1904,  Duncan  was  so  successful  that  she  established  her  first 
dance  school  in  Germany,  where  children  from  poor  families  could 
come  to  be  educated. 

As  my  mother  had  divorced  my  father  when  I  was  a  baby  in 
arms,  I  had  never  seen  him.  Once,  when  I  asked  one  of  my 
aunts  whether  I  had  ever  had  a  father,  she  replied,  “Your  father  was 
a  demon  who  ruined  your  mother’s  life.”  After  that  I  always  imag¬ 
ined  him  as  a  demon  in  a  picture  book,  with  horns  and  a  tail,  and 
when  other  children  at  school  spoke  of  their  fathers,  I  kept  silent. 

When  I  was  seven  years  old,  we  were  living  in  two  very  bare 
rooms  on  the  third  floor,  and  one  day  I  heard  the  front  door  bell 
ring  and,  on  going  out  into  the  hall  to  answer  it,  I  saw  a  very 
good-looking  gentleman  in  a  top  hat  who  said: 

“Can  you  direct  me  to  Mrs.  Duncan’s  apartment?” 

“I  am  Mrs.  Duncan’s  little  girl,”  I  replied. 

“Is  this  my  Princess  Pug?”  said  the  strange  gentleman.  (That 
had  been  his  name  for  me  when  I  was  a  baby.) 

And  suddenly  he  took  me  in  his  arms  and  covered  me  with 
tears  and  kisses.  I  was  very  much  astonished  at  this  proceeding 
and  asked  him  who  he  was.  To  which  he  replied  with  tears,  “I 
am  your  father.” 

I  was  delighted  at  this  piece  of  news  and  rushed  in  to  tell  the 
family.  “There  is  a  man  out  there  who  says  he  is  my  father.” 

My  mother  rose,  very  white  and  agitated,  and,  going  into 
the  next  room,  locked  the  door  behind  her.  One  of  my  broth¬ 
ers  hid  under  the  bed  and  the  other  retired  to  a  cupboard,  while 
my  sister  had  a  violent  fit  of  hysterics. 
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“Tell  him  to  go  away,  tell  him  to  go  away,”  they  cried.  I  was 
much  amazed,  but  being  a  very  polite  little  girl,  I  went  into  the 
hall  and  said: 

“The  family  are  rather  indisposed,  and  cannot  receive 
today,”  at  which  the  stranger  took  me  by  the  hand  and  asked 
me  to  come  for  a  walk  with  him. 

We  descended  the  stairs  into  the  street,  I  trotting  by  his  side 
in  a  state  of  bewildered  enchantment  to  think  that  this  hand¬ 
some  gentleman  was  my  father,  and  that  he  had  not  got  horns 
and  a  tail,  as  I  had  always  pictured  him. 

He  took  me  to  an  ice-cream  parlour  and  stuffed  me  with 
ice-cream  and  cakes.  I  returned  to  the  family  in  a  state  of  the 
wildest  excitement  and  found  them  in  a  terribly  depressed  con¬ 
dition. 

“He  is  a  perfectly  charming  man  and  he  is  coming  tomor¬ 
row  to  give  me  more  ice-cream,”  I  told  them.  But  the  family 
refused  to  see  him,  and  after  a  time  he  returned  to  his  other 
family  in  Los  Angeles. 

Father  and  Son  (1907)  by  Edmund  Gosse  (1849-1928), 
English  critic  and  poet 

See  description  on  page  40 

The  life  of  a  child  is  so  brief,  its  impressions  are  so  illusory  and 
fugitive,  that  it  is  as  difficult  to  record  its  history  as  it  would 
be  to  design  a  morning  cloud  sailing  before  the  wind.  It  is  short, 
as  we  count  shortness  in  after  years,  when  the  drag  of  lead  pulls 
down  to  earth  the  foot  that  used  to  flutter  with  a  winged  impetu¬ 
osity,  and  to  float  with  the  pulse  of  Hermes.  But  in  memory,  my 
childhood  was  long,  long  with  interminable  hours,  hours  with  the 
pale  cheek  pressed  against  the  windowpane,  hours  of  mechanical 
and  repeated  lonely  “games,”  which  had  lost  their  savour,  and 
were  kept  going  by  sheer  inertness.  Not  unhappy,  not  fretful,  but 
long — long,  long.  It  seems  to  me,  as  I  look  back  to  the  life  in  the 
motherless  Islington  house,  as  I  resumed  it  in  that  slow  eighth 
year  of  my  life,  that  time  had  ceased  to  move.  There  was  a  whole 
age  between  one  tick  of  the  eight-day  clock  in  the  hall,  and  the 
next  tick.  When  the  milkman  went  his  rounds  in  our  grey  street, 
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with  his  eldritch  scream  over  the  top  of  each  set  of  area  railings, 
it  seemed  as  though  he  would  never  disappear  again.  There  was 
no  past  and  no  future  for  me,  and  the  present  felt  as  though  it 
were  sealed  up  in  a  Leyden  jar.  Even  my  dreams  were  inter¬ 
minable,  and  hung  stationary  from  the  nightly  sky. 

At  this  time,  the  street  was  my  theatre,  and  I  spent  long  peri¬ 
ods,  as  I  have  said,  leaning  against  the  window.  I  feel  now  that 
coldness  of  the  pane,  and  the  feverish  heat  that  was  produced, 
by  contrast,  in  the  orbit  round  the  eye.  Now  and  then  amusing 
things  happened. 


Eight 

Story  of  my  Life  (1789-1792)  by  Giacomo  Casanova 
(1725-1798),  Italian  writer  and  adventurer 

Casanova  was  bom  in  Venice  in  1725,  the  son  of  actors.  He  began 
work  on  Story  of  My  Life  in  1789:  “I  am  writing  my  life  to  laugh  at 
myself,”  he  wrote  in  a  letter,  “and  I  am  succeeding.”  His  fabulously 
eventful  memoirs,  written  in  French  and  unfinished  at  the  time  of  his 
death,  comprise  twelve  volumes  and  describe  122  sexual  conquests. 
The  original  manuscript  was  sold  to  a  German  publisher  and  appeared 
in  censored  form  in  German  in  1822.  A  largely  inaccurate  French  edi¬ 
tion  was  published  in  1838.  The  complete  French  text  finally 
appeared  in  print  in  1960. 

At  the  beginning  of  August  in  the  year  1733,  the  organ  of  my 
memory  developed.  I  was  eight  years  and  four  months  old 
then.  I  remember  nothing  of  what  might  have  happened  to  me 
before  that  time.  Here  is  the  event. 

I  was  standing  in  the  comer  of  a  room,  bent  towards  the 
wall,  holding  my  head,  and  staring  intently  at  the  blood  that 
was  streaming  copiously  out  of  my  nose  onto  the  floor.  Marzia, 
my  grandmother,  whose  favourite  I  was,  came  to  me,  washed 
my  face  with  cool  water,  and  without  anyone  else  in  the  house 
knowing  about  it,  made  me  climb  into  a  gondola  with  her  and 
took  me  to  Murano.  This  is  a  very  populated  island  half  an  hour 
away  from  Venice. 
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Stepping  out  of  the  gondola,  we  went  inside  a  run-down 
shack  where  we  found  an  old  woman  sitting  on  a  pallet  bed, 
holding  a  black  cat  in  her  arms,  with  five  or  six  more  sur¬ 
rounding  her.  She  was  a  sorceress.  The  two  old  women  had  a 
long  conversation  about  me.  At  the  end  of  their  chat — in  the 
local  dialect  spoken  in  Friuli — the  sorceress,  having  received 
from  my  grandmother  a  ducat  of  silver,  opened  a  chest,  took  me 
in  her  arms,  put  me  inside  and  shut  me  in,  telling  me  not  to  be 
scared.  It  would  have  been  the  best  way  to  terrify  me  if  I’d  had 
a  bit  of  spirit;  but  I  was  stunned  into  silence.  I  stayed  still,  hold¬ 
ing  my  handkerchief  to  my  nose  because  I  was  still  bleeding, 
indifferent  to  the  racket  that  I  heard  outside.  I  heard,  by  turns, 
laughter,  crying,  shouting,  singing  and  banging  on  the  chest.  It 
was  all  the  same  to  me.  Finally,  I  was  pulled  out,  my  bleeding 
stopped.  This  extraordinary  woman,  having  caressed  me  a  hun¬ 
dred  times,  undressed  me,  put  me  on  the  bed,  cooked  up  some 
drugs,  collected  the  smoke  they  gave  off  in  a  sheet,  wrapped  me 
up  in  it,  recited  some  spells  over  me,  unwrapped  me  afterwards, 
and  gave  me  five  lozenges  to  eat  that  were  very  delicious. 
Suddenly,  she  rubbed  my  temples  and  my  skull  with  a  sweet¬ 
smelling  ointment,  and  she  put  my  clothes  back  on.  She  told 
me  that  my  bleeding  would  always  subside,  provided  that  I  did 
not  tell  anyone  what  she  had  done  to  cure  me,  and  she  sug¬ 
gested  to  me  that  on  the  contrary  I  would  lose  all  my  blood  and 
die,  if  I  dared  to  reveal  her  mysteries  to  anyone.  Having 
instructed  me  in  this,  she  told  me  that  a  charming  lady,  upon 
whom  my  happiness  depended,  would  come  and  visit  me  the 
coming  night,  if  I  had  the  strength  not  to  tell  anyone  that  I  had 
received  this  visit.  We  left  and  returned  home. 

I  had  hardly  gone  to  bed  before  I  fell  asleep,  without  even 
remembering  the  lovely  visit  that  I  was  meant  to  receive;  but 
having  woken  up  some  hours  later,  I  saw,  or  thought  I  saw,  a 
stunning  woman  in  a  panier  dress  coming  down  the  chimney; 
she  was  dressed  in  superb  fabrics  and  wearing  on  her  head  a 
crown  studded  with  precious  stones  on  her  head  that  seemed  to 
sparkle  with  fire.  With  slow  steps  and  a  majestic  and  soft  air, 
she  came  to  sit  on  my  bed.  She  took  from  her  pocket  some 
small  boxes,  which  she  emptied  over  my  head  while  murmur¬ 
ing  some  words.  Having  spoken  to  me  for  a  long  time,  in  words 
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I  could  not  understand  at  all,  and  having  kissed  me,  she  left  the 
way  she  came;  and  I  fell  asleep  again. 

The  next  day,  before  she  came  to  my  bed  to  dress  me,  my 
grandmother  made  me  stay  silent.  She  intimated  that  I  would 
die  if  I  dared  relate  what  must  have  happened  to  me  in  the 
night.  This  sentence,  uttered  by  the  only  woman  who  had  the 
absolute  upper  hand  over  me,  and  who  had  made  me  accus¬ 
tomed  to  obeying  her  every  order  blindly,  was  the  reason  I 
remembered  the  vision,  and  by  sealing  it,  I  placed  it  in  the  most 
secret  comer  of  my  nascent  memory.  Anyway,  I  did  not  feel 
tempted  to  recount  this  event  to  anyone.  I  didn’t  know  others 
might  find  it  interesting  or  whom  to  tell.  My  illness  made  me 
dreary,  and  not  at  all  fun;  everyone  felt  sorry  for  me  and  left  me 
alone;  they  thought  my  time  on  earth  would  be  short.  My 
father  and  my  mother  never  spoke  to  me. 

After  the  trip  to  Murano  and  the  nocturnal  visit  by  the 
fairy,  I  still  bled,  but  less  and  less;  and  my  memory  developed 
little  by  little;  in  less  than  a  month  I  learned  to  read.  It  would 
be  ridiculous  to  attribute  my  cure  to  these  two  extravagances, 
but  it  would  also  be  wrong  to  say  that  they  could  not  have  con¬ 
tributed  to  it.  As  far  as  the  apparition  of  the  beautiful  queen  is 
concerned,  I  have  always  thought  it  was  a  dream,  unless  some¬ 
one  staged  this  masquerade  for  me  on  purpose;  even  so,  the 
remedies  for  the  most  serious  illnesses  cannot  always  be  found 
in  the  pharmacy.  Every  day  some  phenomenon  demonstrates  to 
us  our  ignorance.  I  believe  that  it  is  for  this  reason  that  noth¬ 
ing  is  so  rare  as  a  wise  man  with  a  mind  completely  free  of 
superstition. 

“Such,  Such  Were  the  Joys  .  .  (1952)  by  George  Orwell 

(1903-1950),  English  writer 

After  Orwell’s  death  from  tuberculosis  in  1950,  his  second  wife  and 
executor,  Sonia  Orwell,  arranged  for  the  publication  of  “Such,  Such 
Were  the  Joys  .  .  .,”  written  in  1947  and  found  amongst  the  author’s 
papers.  Reproduced  here  in  its  entirety,  it  describes  Orwell’s  experi¬ 
ences  at  St  Cyrian’s  preparatory  school  in  Sussex,  the  “Crossgates”  of 
the  essay — it  seems  the  author  delayed  publishing  to  avoid  a  potential 
libel  suit  by  his  alma  mater.  Orwell  was  bom  Eric  Arthur  Blair  in 
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Bengal,  India,  in  1903,  but  grew  up  in  England.  He  is  famous  for  his 
anti-Stalinist  novels  Animal  Farm  (1945)  and  Nineteen  Eighty-Four 
(1949),  as  well  as  for  his  essays  and  journalism,  which  are  often  auto¬ 
biographical  in  content. 

Soon  after  I  arrived  at  Crossgates  (not  immediately,  but  after  a 
week  or  two,  just  when  I  seemed  to  be  settling  into  the  rou¬ 
tine  of  school  life)  I  began  wetting  my  bed.  I  was  now  aged  eight, 
so  that  this  was  a  reversion  to  a  habit  which  I  must  have  grown 
out  of  at  least  four  years  earlier. 

Nowadays,  I  believe,  bed-wetting  in  such  circumstances  is 
taken  for  granted.  It  is  a  normal  reaction  in  children  who  have 
been  removed  from  their  homes  to  a  strange  place.  In  those 
days,  however,  it  was  looked  on  as  a  disgusting  crime  which  the 
child  committed  on  purpose  and  for  which  the  proper  cure  was 
a  beating.  For  my  part  I  did  not  need  to  be  told  it  was  a  crime. 
Night  after  night  I  prayed,  with  a  fervour  never  previously 
attained  in  my  prayers,  “Please  God,  do  not  let  me  wet  my  bed! 
Oh,  please  God,  do  not  let  me  wet  my  bed!”  but  it  made 
remarkably  little  difference.  Some  nights  the  thing  happened, 
others  not.  There  was  no  volition  about  it,  no  consciousness. 
You  did  not  properly  speaking  do  the  deed:  you  merely  woke  up 
in  the  morning  and  found  that  the  sheets  were  wringing  wet. 

After  the  second  or  third  offence  I  was  warned  that  I  should 
be  beaten  next  time,  but  I  received  the  warning  in  a  curiously 
roundabout  way.  One  afternoon,  as  we  were  filing  out  from  tea, 
Mrs.  Simpson,  the  headmaster’s  wife,  was  sitting  at  the  head  of 
one  of  the  tables,  chatting  with  a  lady  of  whom  I  know  noth¬ 
ing,  except  that  she  was  on  an  afternoon’ s  visit  to  the  school. 
She  was  an  intimidating,  masculine-looking  person  wearing  a 
riding  habit,  or  something  that  I  took  to  be  a  riding  habit.  I  was 
just  leaving  the  room  when  Mrs.  Simpson  called  me  back,  as 
though  to  introduce  me  to  the  visitor. 

Mrs.  Simpson  was  nicknamed  Bingo,  and  I  shall  call  her  by 
that  name  for  I  seldom  think  of  her  by  any  other.  (Officially, 
however,  she  was  addressed  as  Mum,  probably  a  corruption  of 
the  “Ma’am”  used  by  public  school  boys  to  their  housemasters” 
wives.)  She  was  a  stocky  square-built  woman  with  hard  red 
cheeks,  a  flat  top  to  her  head,  prominent  brows  and  deepset, 
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suspicious  eyes.  Although  a  great  deal  of  the  time  she  was  full 
of  false  heartiness,  jollying  one  along  with  mannish  slang 
(“Buck  up,  old  chap!”  and  so  forth),  and  even  using  one’s 
Christian  name,  her  eyes  never  lost  their  anxious,  accusing 
look.  It  was  very  difficult  to  look  her  in  the  face  without  feel¬ 
ing  guilty,  even  at  moments  when  one  was  not  guilty  of  any¬ 
thing  in  particular. 

“Here  is  a  little  boy,”  said  Bingo,  indicating  me  to  the 
strange  lady,  “who  wets  his  bed  every  night.  Do  you  know  what 
I  am  going  to  do  if  you  wet  your  bed  again?”  she  added,  turning 
to  me.  “I  am  going  to  get  the  Sixth  Form  to  beat  you.” 

The  strange  lady  put  on  an  air  of  being  inexpressibly 
shocked,  and  exclaimed  “I-should-think-so!”  And  here 
occurred  one  of  those  wild,  almost  lunatic  misunderstandings 
which  are  part  of  the  daily  experience  of  childhood.  The  Sixth 
Form  was  a  group  of  older  boys  who  were  selected  as  having 
“character”  and  were  empowered  to  beat  smaller  boys.  I  had 
not  yet  learned  of  their  existence,  and  I  misheard  the  phrase 
“the  Sixth  Form”  as  “Mrs.  Form.”  I  took  it  as  referring  to  the 
strange  lady — I  thought,  that  is,  that  her  name  was  Mrs.  Form. 
It  was  an  improbable  name,  but  a  child  has  no  judgement  in 
such  matters.  I  imagined,  therefore,  that  it  was  she  who  was  to 
be  deputed  to  beat  me.  It  did  not  strike  me  as  strange  that  this 
job  should  be  turned  over  to  a  casual  visitor  in  no  way  con¬ 
nected  with  the  school.  I  merely  assumed  that  “Mrs.  Form”  was 
a  stem  disciplinarian  who  enjoyed  beating  people  (somehow 
her  appearance  seemed  to  bear  this  out)  and  I  had  an  immedi¬ 
ate  terrifying  vision  of  her  arriving  for  the  occasion  in  full  rid¬ 
ing  kit  and  armed  with  a  hunting  whip.  To  this  day  I  can  feel 
myself  almost  swooning  with  shame  as  I  stood,  a  very  small, 
round-faced  boy  in  short  corduroy  knickers,  before  the  two 
women.  I  could  not  speak.  I  felt  that  I  should  die  if  “Mrs.  Form” 
were  to  beat  me.  But  my  dominant  feeling  was  not  fear  or  even 
resentment:  it  was  simply  shame  because  one  more  person,  and 
that  a  woman,  had  been  told  of  my  disgusting  offence. 

A  little  later,  I  forget  how,  I  learned  that  it  was  not  after  all 
“Mrs.  Form”  who  would  do  the  beating.  I  cannot  remember 
whether  it  was  that  very  night  that  I  wetted  my  bed  again,  but 
at  any  rate  I  did  wet  it  again  quite  soon.  Oh,  the  despair,  the 
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feeling  of  cruel  injustice,  after  all  my  prayers  and  resolutions,  at 
once  again  waking  between  the  clammy  sheets!  There  was  no 
chance  of  hiding  what  I  had  done.  The  grim  statuesque  matron, 
Daphne  by  name,  arrived  in  the  dormitory  specially  to  inspect 
my  bed.  She  pulled  back  the  clothes,  then  drew  herself  up,  and 
the  dreaded  words  seemed  to  come  rolling  out  of  her  like  a  peal 
of  thunder: 

“REPORT  YOURSELF  to  the  headmaster  after  breakfast!” 

I  do  not  know  how  many  times  I  heard  that  phrase  during  my 
early  years  at  Crossgates.  It  was  only  very  rarely  that  it  did  not 
mean  a  beating.  The  words  always  had  a  portentous  sound  in  my 
ears,  like  muffled  drums  or  the  words  of  the  death  sentence. 

When  I  arrived  to  report  myself,  Bingo  was  doing  some¬ 
thing  or  other  at  the  long  shiny  table  in  the  ante-room  to  the 
study.  Her  uneasy  eyes  searched  me  as  I  went  past.  In  the 
study  Mr.  Simpson,  nicknamed  Sim,  was  waiting.  Sim  was  a 
round-shouldered  curiously  oafish- looking  man,  not  large  but 
shambling  in  gait,  with  a  chubby  face  which  was  like  that  of 
an  overgrown  baby,  and  which  was  capable  of  good  humour. 
He  knew,  of  course,  why  I  had  been  sent  to  him,  and  had 
already  taken  a  bone-handled  riding  crop  out  of  the  cupboard, 
but  it  was  part  of  the  punishment  of  reporting  yourself  that 
you  had  to  proclaim  your  offence  with  your  own  lips.  When  I 
had  said  my  say,  he  read  me  a  short  but  pompous  lecture,  then 
seized  me  by  the  scruff  of  the  neck,  twisted  me  over  and  began 
beating  me  with  the  riding  crop.  He  had  a  habit  of  continu¬ 
ing  his  lecture  while  he  flogged  you,  and  I  remember  the 
words  “you  dir-ty  lit-tle  boy”  keeping  time  with  the  blows. 
The  beating  did  not  hurt  (perhaps  as  it  was  the  first  time,  he 
was  not  hitting  me  very  hard),  and  I  walked  out  feeling  very 
much  better.  The  fact  that  the  beating  had  not  hurt  was  a  sort 
of  victory  and  partially  wiped  out  the  shame  of  the  bed-wet- 
ting.  I  was  even  incautious  enough  to  wear  a  grin  on  my  face. 
Some  small  boys  were  hanging  about  in  the  passage  outside 
the  door  of  the  ante-room. 

“D’you  get  the  cane?” 

“It  didn’t  hurt,”  I  said  proudly. 

Bingo  had  heard  everything.  Instantly  her  voice  came 
screaming  after  me: 
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“Come  here!  Come  here  this  instant!  What  was  that  you  just 
said?’ 

“I  said  it  didn’t  hurt,”  I  faltered  out. 

“How  dare  you  say  a  thing  like  that?  Do  you  think  that  is  a 
proper  thing  to  say?  Go  in  and  REPORT  YOURSELF 
AGAIN!” 

This  time  Sim  laid  on  in  real  earnest.  He  continued  for  a 
length  of  time  that  frightened  and  astonished  me — about  five 
minutes,  it  seemed — ending  up  by  breaking  the  riding  crop. 
The  bone  handle  went  flying  across  the  room. 

“Look  what  you’ve  made  me  do!”  he  said  furiously,  holding 
up  the  broken  crop. 

I  had  fallen  into  a  chair,  weakly  snivelling.  I  remember  that 
this  was  the  only  time  throughout  my  boyhood  when  a  beating 
actually  reduced  me  to  tears,  and  curiously  enough  I  was  not 
even  now  crying  because  of  the  pain.  The  second  beating  had 
not  hurt  very  much  either.  Fright  and  shame  seemed  to  have 
anaesthetized  me.  I  was  crying  partly  because  I  felt  that  this  was 
expected  of  me,  partly  from  genuine  repentance,  but  partly  also 
because  of  a  deeper  grief  which  is  peculiar  to  childhood  and  not 
easy  to  convey:  a  sense  of  desolate  loneliness  and  helplessness, 
of  being  locked  up  not  only  in  a  hostile  world  but  in  a  world  of 
good  and  evil  where  the  rules  were  such  that  it  was  actually  not 
possible  for  me  to  keep  them. 

I  knew  that  bed-wetting  was  (a)  wicked  and  (b)  outside  my 
control.  The  second  fact  I  was  personally  aware  of,  and  the  first 
I  did  not  question.  It  was  possible,  therefore,  to  commit  a  sin 
without  knowing  that  you  committed  it,  without  wanting  to 
commit  it,  and  without  being  able  to  avoid  it.  Sin  was  not  nec¬ 
essarily  something  that  you  did:  it  might  be  something  that  hap¬ 
pened  to  you.  I  do  not  want  to  claim  that  this  idea  flashed  into 
my  mind  as  a  complete  novelty  at  this  very  moment,  under  the 
blows  of  Sim’s  cane:  I  must  have  had  glimpses  of  it  even  before  I 
left  home,  for  my  early  childhood  had  not  been  altogether  happy. 
But  at  any  rate  this  was  the  great,  abiding  lesson  of  my  boyhood: 
that  I  was  in  a  world  where  it  was  not  possible  for  me  to  be  good. 
And  the  double  beating  was  a  turning-point,  for  it  brought  home 
to  me  for  the  first  time  the  harshness  of  the  environment  into 
which  I  had  been  flung.  Life  was  more  terrible,  and  I  was  more 
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wicked,  than  I  had  imagined.  At  any  rate,  as  I  sat  on  the  edge  of 
a  chair  in  Sim’s  study,  with  not  even  the  self-possession  to  stand 
up  while  he  stormed  at  me,  I  had  a  conviction  of  sin  and  folly 
and  weakness,  such  as  I  do  not  remember  to  have  felt  before. 

In  general,  one’s  memories  of  any  period  must  necessarily 
weaken  as  one  moves  away  from  it.  One  is  constantly  learning 
new  facts,  and  old  ones  have  to  drop  out  to  make  way  for  them. 

At  twenty  I  could  have  written  the  history  of  my  schooldays 
with  an  accuracy  which  would  be  quite  impossible  now.  But  it 
can  also  happen  that  one’s  memories  grow  sharper  after  a  long 
lapse  of  time,  because  one  is  looking  at  the  past  with  fresh  eyes 
and  can  isolate  and,  as  it  were,  notice  facts  which  previously 
existed  undifferentiated  among  a  mass  of  others.  Here  are  two 
things  which  in  a  sense  I  remembered,  but  which  did  not  strike 
me  as  strange  or  interesting  until  quite  recently.  One  is  that  the 
second  beating  seemed  to  me  a  just  and  reasonable  punish¬ 
ment.  To  get  one  beating,  and  then  to  get  another  and  far 
fiercer  one  on  top  of  it,  for  being  so  unwise  as  to  show  that  the 
first  had  not  hurt — that  was  quite  natural.  The  gods  are  jealous, 
and  when  you  have  good  fortune  you  should  conceal  it.  The 
other  is  that  I  accepted  the  broken  riding  crop  as  my  own 
crime.  I  can  still  recall  my  feeling  as  I  saw  the  handle  lying  on 
the  carpet — the  feeling  of  having  done  an  ill-bred  clumsy 
thing,  and  ruined  an  expensive  object.  I  had  broken  it:  so  Sim 
told  me,  and  so  I  believed.  This  acceptance  of  guilt  lay  unno¬ 
ticed  in  my  memory  for  twenty  or  thirty  years. 

So  much  for  the  episode  of  the  bed-wetting.  But  there  is  one 
more  thing  to  be  remarked.  This  is  that  I  did  not  wet  my  bed 
again — at  least,  I  did  wet  it  once  again,  and  received  another  beat¬ 
ing,  after  which  the  trouble  stopped.  So  perhaps  this  barbarous 
remedy  does  work,  though  at  a  heavy  price,  I  have  no  doubt. 

Harriet  M  artineau’s  Autobiography  (1877)  by  Harriet 

Martineau  (1802-1876),  English  writer 

See  description  on  page  twenty-three. 

When  I  was  eight  or  nine,  an  aunt  died  whom  I  had  been  in 
the  constant  habit  of  seeing.  She  was  old-fashioned  in  her 
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dress,  and  peculiar  in  her  manners.  Her  lean  arms  were  visible 
between  the  elbow-ruffles  and  the  long  mitts  she  wore;  and  she 
usually  had  an  apron  on,  and  a  muslin  handkerchief  crossed  on 
her  bosom.  She  fell  into  absent-fits  which  puzzled  and  awed  us 
children:  but  we  heard  her  so  highly  praised  (as  she  richly 
deserved)  that  she  was  a  very  impressive  personage  to  us.  One 
morning  when  I  came  down,  I  found  the  servants  at  breakfast 
unusually  early:  they  looked  very  gloomy;  bade  me  make  no 
noise;  but  would  not  explain  what  it  was  all  about.  The  shutters 
were  half-closed;  and  when  my  mother  came  down,  she  looked 
so  altered  by  her  weeping  that  I  hardly  knew  whether  it  was  she. 
She  called  us  to  her,  and  told  us  that  Aunt  Martineau  had  died 
very  suddenly,  of  a  disease  of  the  heart.  The  whispers  which  were 
not  meant  for  us  somehow  reached  our  ears  all  that  week.  We 
heard  how  my  father  and  mother  had  been  sent  for  in  the  mid¬ 
dle  of  the  night  by  the  terrified  servants,  and  how  they  had  heard 
our  poor  uncle’s  voice  of  mourning  before  they  had  reached  the 
house;  and  how  she  looked  in  her  coffin,  and  all  about  the 
funeral:  and  we  were  old  enough  to  be  moved  by  the  sermon  in 
her  praise  at  chapel,  and  especially  by  the  anthem  composed  for 
the  occasion,  with  the  words  from  Job,  “When  the  ear  heard  her 
then  it  blessed  her,”  etc.  My  uncle’s  gloomy  face  and  unpowdered 
hair  were  awful  to  us;  and,  during  the  single  year  of  his  widow¬ 
hood,  he  occasionally  took  us  children  with  him  in  the  carriage, 
when  he  went  to  visit  country  patients.  These  drives  came  to  an 
end  with  the  year  of  widowhood;  but  he  gave  us  something  infi¬ 
nitely  better  than  any  other  gift  or  pleasure  in  his  second  wife, 
whose  only  child  was  destined  to  fill  a  large  space  in  our  hearts 
and  our  lives.  Soon  after  that  funeral,  I  somehow  learned  that 
our  globe  swims  in  space,  and  that  there  is  sky  all  round  it.  I  told 
this  to  James;  and  we  made  a  grand  scheme  which  we  never  for 
a  moment  doubted  about  executing.  We  had  each  a  little  garden, 
under  the  north  wall  of  our  garden.  The  soil  was  less  than  two 
feet  deep;  and  below  it  was  a  mass  of  rubbish — broken  bricks, 
flints,  pottery,  etc.  We  did  not  know  this;  and  our  plan  was  to  dig 
completely  through  the  globe,  till  we  came  out  at  the  other  side. 
I  fully  expected  to  do  this,  and  had  an  idea  of  an  extremely  deep 
hole,  the  darkness  of  which  at  the  bottom  would  be  lighted  up  by 
the  passage  of  stars,  slowly  traversing  the  hole.  When  we  found 
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our  little  spades  would  not  dig  through  the  globe,  nor  even 
through  the  brickbats,  we  altered  our  scheme.  We  lengthened 
the  hole  to  our  own  length,  having  an  extreme  desire  to  know 
what  dying  was  like.  We  lay  down  alternately  in  this  grave,  and 
shut  our  eyes,  and  fancied  ourselves  dead,  and  told  one  another 
our  feelings  when  we  came  out  again.  As  far  as  I  can  remember, 
we  fully  believed  that  we  now  knew  all  about  it. 


Nine 


Boy:  Tales  of  Childhood  (1984)  by  Roald  Dahl 
(1916-1990),  Welsh  writer 

Written  in  the  latter  years  of  Dahl’s  life  and  aimed  at  a  young  audience, 
Boy  describes  the  author’s  childhood  adventures,  including  his  plot  to 
murder  the  nasty  old  lady  who  owned  the  local  sweet  shop — just  the 
kind  of  macabre  tale  that  one  might  expect  to  find  in  his  classic  works 
of  children’s  fiction.  Bom  in  Llandaff,  Wales,  to  Norwegian  immigrant 
parents,  Dahl  was  sent  to  Llandaff  Cathedral  School  at  seven.  Going 
Solo,  a  sequel  to  Boy,  was  published  in  1986  and  depicts  Dahl’s  time  with 
the  Royal  Air  Force  during  the  Second  World  War — at  which  point  he 
also  began  his  career  as  a  writer,  publishing  The  Gremlins,  his  first  chil¬ 
dren’s  book,  in  1943. 

On  the  way  to  school  and  on  the  way  back  we  always  passed 
the  sweet-shop.  No  we  didn’t,  we  never  passed  it.  We 
always  stopped.  We  lingered  outside  its  rather  small  window  gaz¬ 
ing  in  at  the  big  glass  jars  full  of  Bull’s-eyes  and  Old  Fashioned 
Humbugs  and  Strawberry  Bonbons  and  Glacier  Mints  and  Acid 
Drops  and  Pear  Drops  and  Lemon  Drops  and  all  the  rest  of  them. 
Each  of  us  received  sixpence  a  week  for  pocket-money,  and 
whenever  there  was  any  money  in  our  pockets,  we  would  all 
troop  in  together  to  buy  a  pennyworth  of  this  or  that.  My  own 
favourites  were  Sherbet  Suckers  and  Liquorice  Bootlaces. 

One  of  the  other  boys,  whose  name  was  Thwaites,  told  me 
I  should  never  eat  Liquorice  Bootlaces.  Thwaites’s  father,  who 
was  a  doctor,  had  said  that  they  were  made  from  rats’  blood. 
The  father  had  given  his  young  son  a  lecture  about  Liquorice 
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Bootlaces  when  he  had  caught  him  eating  one  in  bed.  “Every 
rat-catcher  in  the  country,”  the  father  had  said,  “takes  his  rats 
to  the  Liquorice  Bootlace  Factory,  and  the  manager  pays  tup¬ 
pence  for  each  rat.  Many  a  rat-catcher  has  become  a  million¬ 
aire  by  selling  his  dead  rats  to  the  Factory.” 

“But  how  do  they  turn  the  rats  into  liquorice?”  the  young 
Thwaites  had  asked  his  father. 

“They  wait  until  they’ve  got  ten  thousand  rats,”  the  father 
had  answered,  “then  they  dump  them  all  into  a  huge  shiny  steel 
cauldron  and  boil  them  up  for  several  hours.  Two  men  stir  the 
bubbling  cauldron  with  long  poles  and  in  the  end  they  have  a 
thick  steaming  rat-stew.  After  that,  a  cruncher  is  lowered  into 
the  cauldron  to  crunch  the  bones,  and  what’s  left  is  a  pulpy  sub¬ 
stance  called  rat-mash.” 

“Yes,  but  how  do  they  turn  that  into  Liquorice  Bootlaces, 
Daddy?”  the  young  Thwaites  had  asked,  and  this  question, 
according  to  Thwaites,  had  caused  his  father  to  pause  and 
think  for  a  few  moments  before  he  answered  it.  At  last  he  had 
said,  “The  two  men  who  were  doing  the  stirring  with  the  long 
poles  now  put  on  their  Wellington  boots  and  climb  into  the 
cauldron  and  shovel  the  hot  rat-mash  out  on  to  a  concrete 
floor.  Then  they  run  a  steam-roller  over  it  several  times  to  flat¬ 
ten  it  out.  What  is  left  looks  rather  like  a  gigantic  black  pan¬ 
cake,  and  all  they  have  to  do  after  that  is  to  wait  for  it  to  cool 
and  to  harden  so  they  can  cut  it  into  strips  to  make  the 
Bootlaces.  Don’t  ever  eat  them,”  the  father  had  said.  “If  you  do, 
you’ll  get  ratitis.” 

“What  is  ratitis,  Daddy?”  young  Thwaites  had  asked. 

“All  the  rats  that  the  rat-catchers  catch  are  poisoned  with 
rat-poison,”  the  father  had  said.  “It’s  the  rat  poison  that  gives 
you  ratitis.” 

“Yes,  but  what  happens  to  you  when  you  catch  it?”  young 
Thwaites  had  asked. 

“Your  teeth  become  very  sharp  and  pointed,”  the  father  had 
answered.  “And  a  short  stumpy  tail  grows  out  of  your  back  just 
above  your  bottom.  There  is  no  cure  for  ratitis.  I  ought  to  know. 
I’m  a  doctor.” 

We  all  enjoyed  Thwaites’s  story  and  we  made  him  tell  it  to 
us  many  times  on  our  walks  to  and  from  school.  But  it  didn’t 
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stop  any  of  us  except  Thwaites  buying  Liquorice  Bootlaces.  At 
two  for  a  penny  they  were  the  best  value  in  the  shop.  A 
Bootlace,  in  case  you  haven’t  had  the  pleasure  of  handling  one, 
is  not  round.  It’s  like  a  flat  black  tape  about  half  an  inch  wide. 
You  buy  it  rolled  up  in  a  coil,  and  in  those  days  it  used  to  be  so 
long  that  when  you  unrolled  it  and  held  one  end  at  arm’s 
length  above  your  head,  the  other  end  touched  the  ground. 

Sherbet  Suckers  were  also  two  a  penny.  Each  Sucker  con¬ 
sisted  of  a  yellow  cardboard  tube  filled  with  sherbet  powder, 
and  there  was  a  hollow  liquorice  straw  sticking  out  of  it.  (Rat’s 
blood  again,  young  Thwaites  would  warn  us,  pointing  at  the 
liquorice  straw.)  You  sucked  the  sherbet  up  through  the  straw 
and  when  it  was  finished  you  ate  the  liquorice.  They  were  deli¬ 
cious,  those  Sherbet  Suckers.  The  sherbet  fizzed  in  your  mouth, 
and  if  you  knew  how  to  do  it,  you  could  make  white  froth  come 
out  of  your  nostrils  and  pretend  you  were  throwing  a  fit. 

Gobstoppers,  costing  a  penny  each,  were  enormous  hard 
round  balls  the  size  of  small  tomatoes.  One  Gobstopper  would 
provide  about  an  hour’s  worth  of  non-stop  sucking  and  if  you 
took  it  out  of  your  mouth  and  inspected  it  every  five  minutes 
or  so,  you  would  find  it  had  changed  colour.  There  was  some¬ 
thing  fascinating  about  the  way  it  went  from  pink  to  blue  to 
green  to  yellow.  We  used  to  wonder  how  in  the  world  the 
Gobstopper  Factory  managed  to  achieve  this  magic.  “How  does 
it  happen?”  we  would  ask  each  other.  “How  can  they  make  it 
keep  changing  colour?” 

“It’s  your  spit  that  does  it,”  young  Thwaites  proclaimed.  As 
the  son  of  a  doctor,  he  considered  himself  to  be  an  authority  on 
all  things  that  had  to  do  with  the  body.  He  could  tell  us  about 
scabs  and  when  they  were  ready  to  be  picked  off.  He  knew  why 
a  black  eye  was  blue  and  why  blood  was  red. 

“It’s  your  spit  that  makes  a  Gobstopper  change  colour,”  he 
kept  insisting.  When  we  asked  him  to  elaborate  on  this  theory, 
he  answered,  “You  wouldn’t  understand  it  if  I  did  tell  you.” 

Pear  Drops  were  exciting  because  they  had  a  dangerous 
taste.  They  smelled  of  nail-vamish  and  they  froze  the  back  of 
your  throat.  All  of  us  were  warned  against  eating  them,  and  the 
result  was  that  we  ate  them  more  than  ever. 

Then  there  was  a  hard  brown  lozenge  called  the  Tonsil 
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Tickler.  The  Tonsil  Tickler  tasted  and  smelled  very  strongly  of 
chloroform.  We  had  not  the  slightest  doubt  that  these  things 
were  saturated  in  the  dreaded  anaesthetic  which,  as  Thwaites 
had  many  times  pointed  out  to  us,  could  put  you  to  sleep  for 
hours  at  a  stretch.  “If  my  father  has  to  saw  off  somebody’s  leg,” 
he  said,  “he  pours  chloroform  on  to  a  pad  and  the  person  sniffs 
it  and  goes  to  sleep  and  my  father  saws  his  leg  off  without  him 
even  feeling  it.” 

“But  why  do  they  put  it  into  sweets  and  sell  them  to  us?”  we 
asked  him. 

You  might  think  a  question  like  this  would  have  baffled 
Thwaites.  But  Thwaites  was  never  baffled.  “My  father  says 
Tonsil  Ticklers  were  invented  for  dangerous  prisoners  in  jail,” 
he  said.  “They  give  them  one  with  each  meal  and  the  chloro¬ 
form  makes  them  sleepy  and  stops  them  rioting.” 

“Yes,”  we  said,  “but  why  sell  them  to  children?” 

“It’s  a  plot,”  Thwaites  said.  “A  grown-up  plot  to  keep  us 
quiet.” 

The  sweet-shop  in  Llandaff  in  the  year  1923  was  the  very  cen¬ 
tre  of  our  lives.  To  us,  it  was  what  a  bar  is  to  a  drunk  or  a  church 
is  to  a  bishop.  Without  it,  there  would  have  been  little  to  live  for. 

The  Perfect  Stranger  (1966)  by  P.  J.  Kavanagh  (1931-  ), 
English  poet  and  actor 

Kavanagh  was  thirty-five  years  old  and  the  author  of  just  one  collection 
of  poetry  when  he  published  his  memoir — a  moving  tribute  to  his  wife, 
Sally — in  1966.  The  Perfect  Stranger  describes  his  childhood,  growing  up 
in  an  Irish  family  living  in  England  in  the  period  of  the  Second  World 
War.  As  a  young  man,  Kavanagh  served  as  a  soldier  in  Korea  before  tak¬ 
ing  a  place  at  Oxford  University,  where  he  met  Sally.  Kavanagh  went  on 
to  publish  another  nine  collections  of  poetry,  four  novels,  two  children’s 
books,  and  a  travel  book.  He  was  a  columnist  for  The  Spectator  maga¬ 
zine  and  the  Times  Literary  Supplement  for  many  years,  and  has  also 
appeared  as  a  television  actor. 

I  was  bom  during  the  slump,  when  the  family  fortunes  were  at 
their  most  pinched.  By  the  time  I  was  old  enough  to  care,  it 
was  wartime  and  everybody  was  pinched.  There  was  some  rather 
splendid  bombing  in  Bristol.  We  went  down  every  night  to  the 
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cellar-smell  until  one  dawn  a  tin-hatted  warden  stuck  his  head 
through  the  grating  and  shrieked  at  us  to  “evacuate.”  Then  we 
walked  through  the  blazing  city — even  the  barrage  balloons  were 
on  fire  in  the  sky — and  I  noted  with  satisfaction  that  my  school 
was  also  burning.  A  young  couple  whom  I  liked  used  to  read  the 
Daily  Worker  in  the  cellar,  and  I  remember  my  father  pointing 
this  out  to  my  mother  in  a  way  that  made  me  realize  they  were 
“odd”.  A  sign,  I  suppose,  that  my  father  was  moving  to  the  Right 
with  age,  a  remarkable  and  almost  invariable  phenomenon. 
Gladstone  is  the  only  notable  exception  I  can  think  of,  and  then 
only  on  certain  topics:  Ireland,  for  instance.  Robert  Frost  once 
said  that  he  was  never  a  radical  in  his  youth  in  case  he  became  a 
Tory  in  his  old  age. 

I  also  remember  the  house  next  door  being  on  fire  and  hoses 
being  played  against  the  outside  of  our  walls  to  stop  them  crack¬ 
ing,  while  my  father  sat  writing.  I  don’t  know  whether  I  admired 
him  for  this  or  copied  the  admiration  of  my  mother  .  .  . 

To  my  mother  I  owe  a  special  debt  of  gratitude.  For  twelve 
years  she  tirelessly  made  me  feel  the  centre  of  the  Universe. 
When  I  felt  the  centre  slipping  at  all  I  got  her  to  walk  behind 
me,  as  I  strutted  before  in  my  beloved  overcoat,  and  call  out 
over  and  again:  Who  is  that  handsome  little  boy?  Who  is  that 
interesting  little  boy?  until  I  felt  better.  At  twelve  she  let  me  go 
my  own  way,  with  scarcely  a  struggle;  this  seems  to  me  perfect; 
or,  at  least,  uncomplicated. 

All  the  spoiling  I  had  was  luck,  a  kind  of  preliminary  bonus; 
it  wasn’t  for  being  a  good  little  boy.  In  fact  I  must  have  been 
horrible.  I  managed  to  knock  out  several  of  my  mother’s  teeth 
with  my  head,  on  purpose,  and  tried  the  same  trick  on  my 
brother,  splitting  his  lip.  The  only  thing  I  remember  with  pride 
is  announcing  that  I  didn’t  believe  in  God.  This  took  courage 
because  I’m  sure  I’d  never  heard  of  anybody  who  didn’t,  and  it 
made  me  a  minority  of  one.  Of  course  I  did  believe  in  God,  pos¬ 
sessively,  secretly.  I  suppose  I  didn’t  want  my  God  confused 
with  theirs. 

At  some  stage  during  the  bombing  of  Bristol  I  began  to  pon¬ 
der  the  chances  of  Eternal  Punishment  and  became  very  fright¬ 
ened  indeed.  My  father  was  listening  with  his  head  cocked  to 
the  sound  of  the  explosions  which  were  only  a  few  yards  away. 


Beginnings  105 


It  seemed  like  a  good  moment  to  confide  my  fears — that  I  had¬ 
n’t  been  to  Confession,  wasn’t  in  a  State  of  Grace — which  was 
all  that  mattered  at  such  a  moment  I’d  been  told.  Usually  so 
gentle,  he  turned  on  me  with  a  contorted  face:  “Don’t  be  so 
bloody  silly!”  he  said. 

I  pondered  his  reaction  and  it  rather  cheered  me  up. 

“A  Plate-Layer’s  Wife”  (1931)  by  Mrs.  Wrigley  (dates 
unknown),  Co-operative  working  woman 

See  description  for  Mrs.  Scott  on  page  105 

Some  of  the  happiest  days  of  my  childhood  were  when  my 
mother  packed  us  off  with  food  for  the  day  with  other  chil¬ 
dren,  and  to  take  the  clothes  to  wash.  Then,  by  the  River  Dee, 
we  would  take  a  bucket  full  of  coal  and  get  a  few  boulder  stones 
and  make  a  fire  to  boil  the  clothes  in  the  bucket,  and  rinse  them 
in  the  river,  for  there  was  plenty  of  water  and  we  hadn’t  to  carry 
it.  Then,  while  the  clothes  was  drying  we  had  a  good  romp.  We 
would  take  the  babies  with  us  as  well,  for  there  was  plenty  fields 
for  them  to  pick  the  little  daisies,  and  the  older  ones  looked  after 
the  little  ones.  Some  of  our  parents  would  come  down  to  see  if 
we  was  all  right,  and  then  we  would  fold  the  clothes  and  go  home 
singing  and  rejoicing  that  we  had  had  a  good  washing  day  and  a 
good  play. 

All  this  was  when  I  was  about  eight  years  old.  When  I  was 
about  nine,  the  Vicar  of  the  Church  asked  if  I  would  go  to  be 
with  his  children  and  take  them  out.  There  was  another  ser¬ 
vant,  but  I  did  not  stay  long,  for  we  were  rationed  with  our  food 
and  everything  was  locked  up.  My  mother  was  glad  for  me  to  go 
out  for  food  alone. 

I  had  been  at  home  a  few  days  when  the  doctor’s  wife  came 
to  our  house  and  said  a  lady  and  gentleman  wanted  a  little 
nurse  for  their  child,  to  go  back  with  them  to  Hazel  Grove, 
near  Stockport.  My  little  bundle  of  clothes  was  packed  up  and 
I  went  in  full  of  glee  with  them.  Instead  of  being  a  nurse  I  had 
to  be  a  servant-of-all-work,  having  to  get  up  at  six  in  the  morn¬ 
ing,  turn  a  room  out  and  get  it  ready  for  breakfast.  My  biggest 
trouble  was  I  could  not  light  the  fire,  and  my  master  was  very 
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cross  and  would  tell  me  to  stand  away,  and  give  me  a  good  box 
on  my  ears.  That  was  my  first  experience  of  service  life.  I  fret¬ 
ted  very  much  for  my  home.  Not  able  to  read  or  write,  I  could 
not  let  my  parents  know,  until  a  kind  old  lady  in  the  village 
wrote  to  my  parents  to  fetch  me  home  from  the  hardships  I 
endured.  I  had  no  wages  at  this  place,  only  a  few  clothes. 

My  next  situation  was  on  a  farm  where  they  kept  150  milk¬ 
ing  cows,  near  to  Oswestry.  It  was  where  I  learnt  to  milk  and 
make  cheese  and  butter.  I  was  very  happy  there  looking  after 
the  calves,  ducks,  hens  and  chickens,  and  gathering  the  eggs. 
My  wage  was  2/6  per  month.  I  stayed  there  until  I  was  twelve 
years  old. 


Ten 


An  Apology  for  the  Life  of  Mr.  Colley  Cibber ,  written  by 
himself  (1740)  by  Colley  Cibber  (1671-1757),  English 
actor-manager,  playwright,  and  poet 

Cibber’s  autobiography  was  written  on  his  retirement,  after  nearly 
thirty  years  at  the  helm  of  the  Drury  Lane  Theatre  in  London. 
Written  primarily  to  inflate  his  reputation,  the  Apology  is  nonetheless 
a  very  vivid  depiction  of  the  world  of  theatrical  London  in  the  period 
after  the  Restoration.  Cibber,  who  was  bom  in  London  in  1671,  began 
his  stage  career  at  the  age  of  19.  He  was  a  controversial  figure,  not 
always  well  loved — he  was  the  model  for  the  head  Dunce  in 
Alexander  Pope’s  Dunciad  (1728) — but  nonetheless  was  appointed 
Poet  Laureate  in  1730.  Cibber  was  the  father  of  the  actress  Charlotte 
Charke,  who  is  also  included  in  this  compendium. 

In  the  Year  1682,  at  little  more  than  Ten  Years  of  Age,  I  was 
sent  to  the  Free-School  of  Grantham  in  Lincolnshire,  where  I 
staid  till  I  got  through  it,  from  the  lowest  Form  to  the  uppermost. 
And  such  Learning  as  that  School  could  give  me  is  the  most  I 
pretend  to  (which,  tho’  I  have  not  utterly  forgot,  I  cannot  say  I 
have  much  improv’d  by  Study)  but  even  there  I  remember  I  was 
the  same  inconsistent  Creature  I  have  been  ever  since!  Always 
in  full  Spirits,  in  some  small  Capacity  to  do  right,  but  in  a  more 
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frequent  Alacrity  to  do  wrong;  and  consequently  often  under  a 
worse  Character  than  I  wholly  deserv’d:  A  giddy  Negligence 
always  possess’d  me,  and  so  much,  that  I  remember  I  was  once 
whipped  for  my  Theme,  tho’  my  Master  told  me,  at  the  same 
time,  what  was  good  of  it  was  better  than  any  Boy’s  in  the  Form. 
And  (whatever  Shame  it  may  be  to  own  it)  I  have  observ’d  the 
same  odd  Fate  has  frequently  attended  the  course  of  my  later 
Conduct  in  Life.  The  unskilful  openness,  or  in  plain  Terms,  the 
Indiscretion  I  have  always  acted  with  from  my  Youth,  has  drawn 
more  ill-will  towards  me,  than  Men  of  worse  Morals  and  more 
Wit  might  have  met  with.  My  Ignorance  and  want  of  Jealousy  of 
Mankind  has  been  so  strong,  that  it  is  with  Reluctance  I  even  yet 
believe  any  Person  I  am  acquainted  with  can  be  capable  of  Envy, 
Malice,  or  Ingratitude:  And  to  shew  you  what  a  Mortification  it 
was  to  me,  in  my  very  boyish  Days,  to  find  myself  mistaken,  give 
me  leave  to  tell  you  a  School  Story. 

A  great  Boy,  near  the  Head  taller  than  myself,  in  some 
wrangle  at  Play  had  insulted  me;  upon  which  I  was  fool-hardy 
enough  to  give  him  a  Box  on  the  Ear;  the  Blow  was  soon 
return’d  with  another  that  brought  me  under  him  and  at  his 
Mercy.  Another  Lad,  whom  I  really  lov’d  and  thought  a  good- 
natur’d  one,  cry’d  out  with  some  warmth  to  my  Antagonist 
(while  I  was  down)  Beat  him,  beat  him  soundly!  This  so  amaz’d 
me  that  I  lost  all  my  Spirits  to  resist  and  burst  into  Tears!  When 
the  Fray  was  over  I  took  my  Friend  aside,  and  ask’d  him,  How 
he  came  to  be  so  earnestly  against  me?  To  which,  with  some 
glouting  sullen  confusion,  he  reply’d,  “Because  you  are  always 
jeering  and  making  a  Jest  of  me  to  every  Boy  in  the  school.” 
Many  a  Mischief  have  I  brought  upon  myself  by  the  same  Folly 
in  riper  Life.  Whatever  Reason  I  had  to  reproach  my 
Companion’s  declaring  against  me,  I  had  none  to  wonder  at  it 
while  I  was  so  often  hurting  him:  Thus  I  deserv’d  his  Enmity  by 
my  not  having  Sense  enough  to  know  I  had  hurt  him;  and  he 
hated  me  because  he  had  not  Sense  enough  to  know  that  I 
never  intended  to  hurt  him. 

As  this  is  the  first  remarkable  Error  of  my  Life  I  can  recol¬ 
lect,  I  cannot  pass  it  by  without  throwing  out  some  further 
Reflections  upon  it;  whether  flat  or  spirited,  new  or  common, 
false  or  true,  right  or  wrong,  they  will  be  still  my  own,  and  con- 
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sequently  like  me;  I  will  therefore  boldly  go  on;  for  I  am  only 
oblig’d  to  give  you  my  own,  and  not  a  good  Picture,  to  shew  as 
well  the  Weakness  as  the  Strength  of  my  Understanding.  It  is 
not  on  what  I  write,  but  on  my  Reader’s  Curiosity  I  relie  to  be 
read  through:  At  worst,  tho’  the  Impartial  may  be  tir’d,  the  111- 
natur’d  (no  small  number)  I  know  will  see  the  bottom  of  me. 

What  I  observ’d  then,  upon  my  having  undesignedly  pro¬ 
vok’d  my  School-Friend  into  an  Enemy  is  a  common  Case  in 
Society;  Errors  of  this  kind  often  sour  the  Blood  of 
Acquaintance  into  an  inconceivable  Aversion,  where  it  is  lit¬ 
tle  suspected.  It  is  not  enough  to  say  of  your  Raillery  that  you 
intended  no  Offence;  if  the  Person  you  offer  it  to  has  either  a 
wrong  Head,  or  wants  a  Capacity  to  make  that  distinction,  it 
may  have  the  same  Effect  as  the  Intention  of  the  grossest 
Injury:  And  in  reality,  if  you  know  his  Parts  are  too  slow  to 
return  it  in  kind,  it  is  a  vain  and  idle  Inhumanity,  and  some¬ 
times  draws  the  Aggressor  into  difficulties  not  easily  got  out 
of .  .  . 

The  Words  (1964)  by  Jean-Paul  Sartre  (1905-1980), 
French  philosopher  and  writer 

Written  when  the  author  was  in  his  fifties,  Sartre’s  memoir  describes 
the  first  decade  of  his  life,  growing  up  in  Paris  before  the  First  World 
War.  Sartre’s  father  died  while  he  was  an  infant  and  the  young  boy  was 
brought  up  by  his  mother,  grandparents,  and  later  a  stepfather.  His 
most  powerful  formative  influences,  however,  came  from  books,  and 
The  Words  charts  his  intellectual  development  in  its  earliest  stages. 
Sartre  went  on  to  study  at  Paris”  Ecole  Normale  Superieure,  wherein 
he  met  and  became  involved  with  Simone  de  Beauvoir — a  relation¬ 
ship  that  would  last  for  the  rest  of  his  life.  He  published  his  first  novel, 
Nausea,  in  1938,  a  book  that  served  to  demonstrate  the  existential 
philosophies  for  which  he  would  become  famous. 

When  I  was  ten,  I  was  not  yet  aware  of  my  manias  and  repe¬ 
titions,  and  doubt  never  crossed  my  mind:  trotting  along, 
chattering,  fascinated  by  what  was  going  on  in  the  street,  I  never 
stopped  renewing  my  skin  and  I  could  hear  the  old  skins  falling 
one  on  top  of  the  other.  When  I  went  back  up  the  Rue  Soufflot,  I 
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felt  at  each  step,  as  the  dazzling  rows  of  shop  windows  went  by,  the 
movement  of  my  life,  its  law  and  the  noble  mandate  of  being 
unfaithful  to  everything.  I  was  taking  my  whole  self  along  with  me. 
My  grandmother  wanted  to  match  her  dinner  service;  I  went  with 
her  into  a  glass  and  china  shop;  she  pointed  to  a  soup  tureen,  with 
a  red  apple  on  top  of  its  lid,  and  to  some  flowered  plates.  It  was  not 
quite  what  she  wanted:  there  were  flowers  on  the  plates,  of  course, 
but  also  some  brown  insects  climbing  up  the  stems.  It  was  the 
shopkeeper’s  turn  to  brighten:  she  knew  exactly  what  the  customer 
wanted,  she  used  to  have  it,  but  they  stopped  making  it  three  years 
ago;  this  was  a  more  recent  model,  better  value,  and  then,  with  or 
without  insects,  flowers  were  still  flowers,  weren’t  they,  no  one  was 
going  to  look  for  the  little  creature,  you  must  admit.  My  grand¬ 
mother  did  not  agree;  she  kept  on:  couldn’t  they  have  a  look  in  the 
stockroom?  Ah,  yes,  of  course,  in  the  stockroom.  But  that  would 
take  time  and  the  shopkeeper  was  on  her  own:  her  assistant  had 
just  left  her.  I  had  been  consigned  to  a  comer,  with  a  warning  to 
touch  nothing.  I  was  forgotten,  terrified  by  the  fragile  objects 
around  me  with  their  dusty  sheen,  Pascal’s  death  mask  and  a 
chamber-pot  decorated  with  the  head  of  President  Fallieres.  Now, 
in  spite  of  appearances,  I  was  a  bogus  supporting  player.  In  the 
same  way,  some  authors  push  small  part  players  to  the  front  of  the 
stage  and  present  their  hero  receding  off  stage. 

But  the  reader  is  not  deceived:  he  has  run  through  the  last 
chapter  to  see  if  the  novel  has  a  happy  ending,  and  he  knows  that 
the  pale  young  man,  against  the  fireplace,  has  three  hundred  and 
fifty  pages  in  the  womb.  Three  hundred  and  fifty  pages  of  love  and 
adventure.  I  had  at  least  five  hundred.  I  was  the  hero  of  a  long 
story  with  a  happy  ending.  I  had  stopped  telling  myself  this  story: 
what  was  the  use?  I  felt  romantic,  that  was  all.  Time  was  dragging 
backwards  the  puzzled  old  ladies,  the  china  flowers  and  the  whole 
shop;  the  black  shirts  were  fading;  the  voices  were  getting  woolly; 
I  felt  sorry  for  my  grandmother;  she  would  certainly  not  be 
appearing  in  the  second  part.  But  I  was  the  beginning,  the  middle 
and  the  end  all  rolled  into  one  small  boy,  already  old,  already 
dead,  here,  in  the  shadows,  between  the  stacks  of  plates  higher 
than  himself,  and  outside,  very  far  away,  in  the  vast  and  gloomy 
sunshine  of  glory.  I  was  the  particle  at  the  beginning  of  its  trajec¬ 
tory  and  the  series  of  waves  which  flows  back  on  it  after  it  has 
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struck  the  terminal  buffer.  Reassembled  and  compressed,  one 
hand  on  my  tomb  and  the  other  on  my  cradle,  I  felt  brief  and 
splendid,  a  flash  of  lightning  swallowed  up  in  darkness. 

“Autobiographical  Fragment”  (1847)  by  Charles  Dickens 
(1812-1870),  English  writer 

Dickens  started  to  write  about  his  childhood  at  the  suggestion  of  his 
friend  and  future  biographer,  John  Forster,  but  soon  abandoned  the 
project,  finding  it  too  painful  to  continue.  In  the  existing  fragment, 
he  describes  how,  aged  nine,  he  was  forced  to  leave  school  and  to 
work  at  a  shoe-polish  factory  to  help  support  his  family  after  his 
father  lost  his  job  and  was  sent  to  debtor’s  prison.  While  Dickens 
did  not  continue  with  the  autobiography,  immediately  afterwards 
he  began  work  on  his  most  personal  novel,  David  Copperfield 
(1849),  in  which  the  shoe-polish  factory  reappears  as  Murdstone  & 
Grinby’s  warehouse.  During  his  lifetime  Dickens  never  revealed  the 
details  of  his  childhood  to  the  public,  and  so  it  was  only  after  his 
death,  when  Forster  quoted  the  “Autobiographical  Fragment”  in  his 
biography  The  Life  of  Charles  Dickens  (1872),  that  readers  learned 
that  the  great  novelist  had  not  only  written  about  childhood  priva¬ 
tions  in  his  books,  he  had  lived  them  too. 

The  blacking-warehouse  was  the  last  house  on  the  left-hand 
side  of  the  way,  at  old  Hungerford  Stairs.  It  was  a  crazy,  tum¬ 
ble-down  old  house,  abutting  of  course  on  the  river,  and  literally 
overrun  with  rats.  Its  wainscotted  rooms  and  its  rotten  floors  and 
staircase,  and  the  old  grey  rats  swarming  down  in  the  cellars,  and 
the  sound  of  their  squeaking  and  scuffling  coming  up  the  stairs  at 
all  times,  and  the  dirt  and  decay  of  the  place,  rise  up  visibly  before 
me,  as  if  I  were  there  again.  The  counting-house  was  on  the  first 
floor,  looking  over  the  coal-barges  and  the  river.  There  was  a  recess 
in  it,  in  which  I  was  to  sit  and  work.  My  work  was  to  cover  the  pots 
of  paste-blacking;  first  with  a  piece  of  oil-paper,  and  then  with  a 
piece  of  blue  paper;  to  tie  them  round  with  a  string;  and  then  to 
clip  the  paper  close  and  neat,  all  round,  until  it  looked  as  smart  as 
a  pot  of  ointment  from  an  apothecary’s  shop.  When  a  certain  num¬ 
ber  of  grosses  of  pots  had  attained  this  pitch  of  perfection,  I  was  to 
paste  on  each  a  printed  label;  and  then  go  on  again  with  more 
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pots.  Two  or  three  other  boys  were  kept  at  similar  duty  downstairs 
on  similar  wages.  One  of  them  came  up,  in  a  ragged  apron  and  a 
paper  cap,  on  the  first  Monday  morning,  to  show  me  the  trick  of 
using  the  string  and  tying  the  knot.  His  name  was  Bob  Fagin;  and 
I  took  the  liberty  of  using  his  name  long  afterwards,  in  Oliver  Twist. 

“Our  relative  had  kindly  arranged  to  teach  me  something  in 
the  dinner-hour;  from  twelve  to  one,  I  think  it  was;  every  day. 
But  an  arrangement  so  incompatible  with  counting-house  busi¬ 
ness  soon  died  away,  from  no  fault  of  his  or  mine;  and  for  the 
same  reason,  my  small  work-table  and  my  grosses  of  pots,  my 
papers,  string,  scissors,  paste-pot  and  labels,  by  little  and  little, 
vanished  out  of  the  recess  in  the  counting-house,  and  kept 
company  with  the  other  small  work-tables,  grosses  of  pots, 
papers,  string,  scissors,  and  paste-pots  downstairs.  It  was  not 
long  before  Bob  Fagin  and  I,  and  another  boy  whose  name  was 
Paul  Green,  but  who  was  currently  believed  to  have  been  chris¬ 
tened  Poll  (a  belief  which  I  transferred,  long  afterwards  again, 
to  Mr.  Sweedlepipe,  in  Martin  Chuzzlewit),  worked  generally, 
side  by  side.  Bob  Fagin  was  an  orphan,  and  lived  with  his 
brother-in-law,  a  waterman.  Poll  Green’s  father  had  the  addi¬ 
tional  distinction  of  being  a  fireman,  and  was  employed  at 
Drury  Lane  theatre;  where  another  relation  of  Poll’s,  I  think  his 
little  sister,  did  imps  in  the  pantomimes. 

“No  words  can  express  the  secret  agony  of  my  soul  as  I  sunk 
into  this  companionship;  compared  these  everyday  associates 
with  those  of  my  happier  childhood;  and  felt  my  early  hopes  of 
growing  up  to  be  a  learned  and  distinguished  man,  crushed  in  my 
breast.  The  deep  remembrance  of  the  sense  I  had  of  being  utterly 
neglected  and  hopeless;  of  the  shame  I  felt  in  my  position;  of  the 
misery  it  was  to  my  young  heart  to  believe  that,  day  by  day,  what 
I  had  learned,  and  thought,  and  delighted  in,  and  raised  my  fancy 
and  my  emulation  up  by,  was  passing  away  from  me,  never  to  be 
brought  back  any  more;  cannot  be  written.  My  whole  nature  was 
so  penetrated  with  the  grief  and  humiliation  of  such  considera¬ 
tions,  that  even  now,  famous  and  caressed  and  happy,  I  often  for¬ 
get  in  my  dreams  that  I  have  a  dear  wife  and  children;  even  that 
I  am  a  man;  and  wander  desolately  back  to  that  time  of  my  life. 

“My  mother  and  my  brothers  and  sisters  (excepting  Fanny 
in  the  Royal  Academy  of  Music)  were  still  encamped,  with  a 
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young  servant-girl  from  Chatham  Workhouse,  in  the  two  par¬ 
lours  in  the  emptied  house  in  Gower  Street  North.  It  was  a  long 
way  to  go  and  return  within  the  dinner-hour,  and,  usually,  I 
either  carried  my  dinner  with  me,  or  went  and  bought  it  at 
some  neighbouring  shop.  In  the  latter  case,  it  was  commonly  a 
saveloy  and  a  penny  loaf;  sometimes,  a  fourpenny  plate  of  beef 
from  a  cook’s  shop;  sometimes,  a  plate  of  bread  and  cheese,  and 
a  glass  of  beer,  from  a  miserable  old  public-house  over  the  way: 
the  Swan,  if  I  remember  right,  or  the  Swan  and  something  else 
that  I  have  forgotten.  Once,  I  remember  tucking  my  own  bread 
(which  I  had  brought  from  home  in  the  morning)  under  my 
arm,  wrapped  up  in  a  piece  of  paper  like  a  book,  and  going  into 
the  best  dining-room  in  Johnson’s  alamode  beef-house  in  Clare 
Court,  Drury  Lane,  and  magnificently  ordering  a  small  plate  of 
alamode  beef  to  eat  with  it.  What  the  waiter  thought  of  such  a 
strange  little  apparition,  coming  in  all  alone,  I  don’t  know;  but 
I  can  see  him  now,  staring  at  me  as  I  ate  my  dinner,  and  bring¬ 
ing  up  the  other  waiter  to  look.  I  gave  him  a  halfpenny,  and  I 
wish,  now,  that  he  hadn’t  taken  it.” 

I  lose  here  for  a  little  while  the  fragment  of  direct  narrative, 
but  I  perfectly  recollect  that  he  used  to  describe  Saturday  night 
as  his  great  treat.  It  was  a  grand  thing  to  walk  home  with  six 
shillings  in  his  pocket,  and  to  look  in  at  the  shop  windows,  and 
think  what  it  would  buy.  Hunt’s  roasted  com,  as  a  British  and 
patriotic  substitute  for  coffee,  was  in  great  vogue  just  then;  and 
the  little  fellow  used  to  buy  it,  and  roast  it  on  the  Sunday. 
There  was  a  cheap  periodical  of  selected  pieces  called  the 
Portfolio,  which  he  had  also  a  great  fancy  for  taking  home  with 
him.  The  new  proposed  “deed”,  meanwhile,  had  failed  to  pro¬ 
pitiate  his  father’s  creditors;  all  hope  of  arrangement  passed 
away;  and  the  end  was  that  his  mother  and  her  encampment  in 
Gower  Street  North  broke  up  and  went  to  live  in  the 
Marshalsea.  I  am  able  at  this  point  to  resume  his  own  account. 

“The  key  of  the  house  was  sent  back  to  the  landlord,  who 
was  very  glad  to  get  it;  and  I  (small  Cain  that  I  was,  except  that 
I  had  never  done  harm  to  any  one)  was  handed  over  as  a  lodger 
to  a  reduced  old  lady,  long  known  to  our  family,  in  Little 
College  Street,  Camden  Town,  who  took  children  in  to  board, 
and  had  once  done  so  at  Brighton;  and  who,  with  a  few  alter- 
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ations  and  embellishments,  unconsciously  began  to  sit  for  Mrs. 
Pipchin  in  Dombey  when  she  took  me  in. 

“She  had  a  little  brother  and  sister  under  her  care  then; 
somebody’s  natural  children,  who  were  very  irregularly  paid  for; 
and  a  widow’s  little  son.  The  two  boys  and  I  slept  in  the  same 
room.  My  own  exclusive  breakfast,  of  a  penny  cottage  loaf  and 
a  pennyworth  of  milk,  I  provided  for  myself.  I  kept  another 
small  loaf,  and  a  quarter  of  a  pound  of  cheese,  on  a  particular 
shelf  of  a  particular  cupboard;  to  make  my  supper  on  when  I 
came  back  at  night.  They  made  a  hole  in  the  six  or  seven 
shillings,  I  know  well;  and  I  was  out  at  the  blacking- warehouse 
all  day,  and  had  to  support  myself  upon  that  money  all  the 
week.  I  suppose  my  lodging  was  paid  for,  by  my  father.  I  cer¬ 
tainly  did  not  pay  it  myself;  and  I  certainly  had  no  other  assis¬ 
tance  whatever  (the  making  of  my  clothes,  I  think,  excepted), 
from  Monday  morning  until  Saturday  night.  No  advice,  no 
counsel,  no  encouragement,  no  consolation,  no  support,  from 
any  one  that  I  can  call  to  mind,  so  help  me  God. 

“Sundays,  Fanny  and  I  passed  in  the  prison.  I  was  at  the 
academy  in  Tenterden  Street,  Hanover  Square,  at  nine  o’clock 
in  the  morning,  to  fetch  her;  and  we  walked  back  there 
together,  at  night. 

“I  was  so  young  and  childish,  and  so  little  qualified — how 
could  it  be  otherwise? — to  undertake  the  whole  charge  of  my 
own  existence  that,  in  going  to  Hungerford  Stairs  of  a  morning, 
I  could  not  resist  the  stale  pastry  put  out  at  half-price  on  trays 
at  the  confectioners”  doors  in  Tottenham  Court  Road;  and  I 
often  spent  in  that,  the  money  I  should  have  kept  for  my  din¬ 
ner.  Then  I  went  without  my  dinner,  or  bought  a  roll,  or  a  slice 
of  pudding.  There  were  two  pudding  shops  between  which  I 
was  divided,  according  to  my  finances.  One  was  in  a  court  close 
to  St  Martin’s  Church  (at  the  back  of  the  church)  which  is  now 
removed  altogether.  The  pudding  at  that  shop  was  made  with 
currants,  and  was  rather  a  special  pudding,  but  was  dear:  two 
penn’orth  not  being  larger  than  a  penn’orth  of  more  ordinary 
pudding.  A  good  shop  for  the  latter  was  in  the  Strand,  some¬ 
where  near  where  Lowther  Arcade  is  now.  It  was  a  stout,  hale 
pudding,  heavy  and  flabby;  with  great  raisins  in  it,  stuck  in 
whole,  at  great  distances  apart.  It  came  up  hot,  at  about  noon 
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every  day;  and  many  and  many  a  day  did  I  dine  off  it. 

“We  had  half-an-hour  I  think,  for  tea.  When  I  had  money 
enough,  I  used  to  go  to  a  coffee-shop  and  have  half-a-pint  of 
coffee,  and  a  slice  of  bread  and  butter.  When  I  had  no  money, 

I  took  a  turn  in  Covent  Garden  Market,  and  stared  at  the 
pineapples.  The  coffee-shops  to  which  I  most  resorted  were, 
one  in  Maiden  Lane;  one  in  a  court  (non-existent  now)  close 
to  Hungerford  Market;  and  one  in  St  Martin’s  Lane,  of  which  I 
only  recollect  that  it  stood  near  the  church,  and  that  in  the 
door  there  was  an  oval  glass-plate,  with  COFFEE-ROOM 
painted  on  it,  addressed  towards  the  street.  If  I  ever  find  myself 
in  a  very  different  kind  of  coffee-room  now,  but  where  there  is 
such  an  inscription  on  glass,  and  read  it  backward  on  the  wrong 
side  MOOR-EEFFOC  (as  I  often  used  to  do  then,  in  a  dismal 
reverie),  a  shock  goes  through  my  blood. 

“I  know  I  do  not  exaggerate,  unconsciously  and  uninten¬ 
tionally,  the  scantiness  of  my  resources  and  the  difficulties  of 
my  life.  I  know  that  if  a  shilling  or  so  were  given  me  by  any  one, 

I  spent  it  in  a  dinner  or  a  tea.  I  know  that  I  worked,  from  morn¬ 
ing  to  night,  with  common  men  and  boys,  a  shabby  child.  I 
know  that  I  tried,  but  ineffectually,  not  to  anticipate  my 
money,  and  to  make  it  last  the  week  through;  by  putting  it  away 
in  a  drawer  I  had  in  the  counting-house,  wrapped  into  six  little 
parcels,  each  parcel  containing  the  same  amount,  and  labelled 
with  a  different  day.  I  know  that  I  have  lounged  about  the 
streets,  insufficiently  and  unsatisfactorily  fed.  I  know  that,  but 
for  the  mercy  of  God,  I  might  easily  have  been,  for  any  care 
that  was  taken  of  me,  a  little  robber  or  a  little  vagabond.” 

“An  Autobiographical  Fragment”  (1838)  by  Charles 
Darwin  (1809-1882),  English  naturalist 

This  excerpt  is  from  an  autobiographical  jotting  written  by  Darwin  at 
the  age  of  twenty-eight.  Meant  as  a  personal  record  of  his  childhood 
and  youth,  the  fragment  was  later  found  and  first  published  in  an  edi¬ 
tion  of  his  letters  in  1903.  The  great  naturalist  spent  his  childhood  in 
Shropshire,  England,  where,  as  his  reminiscences  demonstrate,  he 
showed  an  early  interest  in  the  natural  world.  For  the  rest  of  his  life, 
Darwin  devoted  himself  to  science,  developing  his  landmark  theories 
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of  evolution  while  he  was  still  in  his  twenties.  The  Origin  of  Species 
appeared  in  1859  and  The  Descent  of  Man  in  1871,  forever  altering  the 
way  we  understand  ourselves  and  the  natural  world. 

July  (ten  and  a  half  years  old).  Went  to  sea  at  Plas  Edwards  & 
staid  there  three  weeks,  which  now  appears  to  me  like  three 
months.  I  remember  a  certain  shady  green  road  (where  I  saw  a 
snake)  &  a  waterfall  with  a  degree  of  pleasure,  which  must  be 
connected  with  the  pleasure  from  scenery,  though  not  directly 
recognized  as  such.  The  sandy  plain  before  the  house  has  left  a 
strong  impression,  which  is  obscurely  connected  with  indistinct 
remembrance  of  curious  insects — probably  a  Cimex  mottled 
with  red — the  Zygena.  I  was  at  that  time  very  passionate  (when 
I  swore  like  a  trooper)  &  quarrelsome — the  former  passion  has  I 
think  nearly  wholly,  but  slowly  died  away.  When  journeying 
there  by  stage  coach  I  remember  a  recruiting  officer  (I  think  I 
should  know  his  face  to  this  day)  at  tea  time,  asking  the  maid  ser¬ 
vant  for  toasted  bread  butter.  I  was  convulsed  with  laughter,  & 
thought  it  the  quaintest  &  wittiest  speech  that  ever  passed  from 
the  mouth  of  man.  Such  is  wit  at  ten  and  a  half  years  old. 

The  memory  now  flashes  across  me,  of  the  pleasure  I  had  in 
the  evening  or  on  [a]  blowy  day  walking  along  the  beach  by 
myself,  &  seeing  the  gulls  &  cormorants  wending  their  way 
home  in  a  wild  &  irregular  course.  Such  poetic  pleasures,  felt  so 
keenly  in  after  years,  I  should  not  have  expected  so  early  in  life. 

1820  July.  Went  riding  tour  (on  old  Dobbin)  with  Erasmus 
to  Pistol  Rhyadwr — of  this  I  recollect  little — an  indistinct  pic¬ 
ture  of  the  fall — but  I  well  remember  my  astonishment  on  hear¬ 
ing  that  fishes  could  jump  up  it. 

My  Family  and  Other  Animals  (1956)  by  Gerald  Durrell 
(1925-1995),  English  conservationist,  zoologist,  and  writer 

Durrell  was  born  in  Jamshedpur,  India,  in  1925.  When  he  was  three 
years  old,  his  father  died  and  his  mother  decided  to  move  with  her  four 
children  back  to  England.  It  is  here  that  Durrell’s  classic  memoir  of 
childhood  begins  on  a  rainy  day  in  Bournemouth  in  1935,  with  eldest 
brother  Larry  suggesting  that  the  family  relocate  to  the  sunnier  climes 
of  Corfu.  In  Greece,  ten-year-old  Gerald  is  allowed  to  freely  roam  the 
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island,  discovering  its  many  inhabitants,  including  its  insects.  This  was 
the  beginning  of  a  vocation — Durrell  grew  up  to  become  a  prominent 
zoologist  and  conservationist.  He  was  first  encouraged  to  write  by  his 
brother,  the  novelist  Lawrence  Durrell,  and  went  on  to  publish  thirty- 
seven  best-selling  books  about  his  life  and  work. 

I  grew  very  fond  of  these  scorpions.  I  found  them  to  be  pleasant, 
unassuming  creatures  with,  on  the  whole,  the  most  charming 
habits.  Provided  you  did  nothing  silly  or  clumsy  (like  putting 
your  hand  on  one)  the  scorpions  treated  you  with  respect,  their 
one  desire  being  to  get  away  and  hide  as  quickly  as  possible.  They 
must  have  found  me  rather  a  trial,  for  I  was  always  ripping  sec¬ 
tions  of  the  plaster  away  [on  the  wall]  so  that  I  could  watch  them, 
or  capturing  them  and  making  them  walk  about  in  jam  jars  so 
that  I  could  see  the  way  their  feet  moved.  By  means  of  my  sud¬ 
den  and  unexpected  assaults  on  the  wall  I  discovered  quite  a  bit 
about  the  scorpions.  I  found  that  they  would  eat  bluebottles 
(though  how  they  caught  them  was  a  mystery  I  never  solved), 
grasshoppers,  moths,  and  lace  wing  flies.  Several  times  I  found 
one  of  them  eating  another,  a  habit  I  found  most  distressing  in  a 
creature  otherwise  so  impeccable. 

By  crouching  under  the  wall  at  night  with  a  torch,  I  man¬ 
aged  to  catch  some  brief  glimpses  of  the  scorpions’  wonderful 
courtship  dances.  I  saw  them  standing,  claws  clasped,  their  bod¬ 
ies  raised  to  the  skies,  their  tails  lovingly  entwined;  I  saw  them 
waltzing  slowly  in  circles  among  the  moss  cushions,  claw  in 
claw.  But  my  view  of  these  performances  was  all  too  short,  for 
almost  as  soon  as  I  switched  on  the  torch  the  partners  would 
stop,  pause  for  a  moment,  and  then,  seeing  that  I  was  not  going 
to  extinguish  the  light,  would  turn  round  and  walk  firmly  away, 
claw  in  claw,  side  by  side.  They  were  definitely  beasts  that 
believed  in  keeping  themselves  to  themselves.  If  I  could  have 
kept  a  colony  in  captivity  I  would  probably  have  been  able  to 
see  the  whole  of  the  courtship,  but  the  family  had  forbidden 
scorpions  in  the  house,  despite  my  arguments  in  favour  of  them. 

Then  one  day  I  found  a  fat  female  scorpion  in  the  wall, 
wearing  what  at  first  glance  appeared  to  be  a  pale  fawn  fur  coat. 
Closer  inspection  proved  that  this  strange  garment  was  made 
up  of  a  mass  of  tiny  babies  clinging  to  the  mother’s  back.  I  was 
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enraptured  by  this  family,  and  I  made  up  my  mind  to  smuggle 
them  into  the  house  and  up  to  my  bedroom  so  that  I  might 
keep  them  and  watch  them  grow  up.  With  infinite  care  I 
manoeuvred  the  mother  and  family  into  a  matchbox,  and  then 
hurried  to  the  villa.  It  was  rather  unfortunate  that  just  as  I 
entered  the  door  lunch  should  be  served;  however,  I  placed  the 
matchbox  carefully  on  the  mantelpiece  in  the  drawing-room, 
so  that  the  scorpions  should  get  plenty  of  air,  and  made  my  way 
to  the  dining-room  and  joined  the  family  for  the  meal. 
Dawdling  over  my  food,  feeding  Roger  [the  dog]  surreptitiously 
under  the  table  and  listening  to  the  family  arguing,  I  com¬ 
pletely  forgot  about  my  exciting  new  captures.  At  last  Larry, 
having  finished,  fetched  the  cigarettes  from  the  drawing-room, 
and  lying  back  in  his  chair  he  put  one  in  his  mouth  and  picked 
up  the  matchbox  he  had  brought.  Oblivious  of  my  impending 
doom  I  watched  him  interestedly  as,  still  talking  glibly,  he 
opened  the  matchbox. 

Now  I  maintain  to  this  day  that  the  female  scorpion  meant 
no  harm.  She  was  agitated  and  a  trifle  annoyed  at  being  shut  up 
in  a  matchbox  for  so  long,  and  so  she  seized  the  first  opportu¬ 
nity  to  escape.  She  hoisted  herself  out  of  the  box  with  great 
rapidity,  her  babies  clinging  on  desperately,  and  scuttled  onto 
the  back  of  Larry’s  hand.  There,  not  quite  certain  what  to  do 
next,  she  paused,  her  sting  curved  up  at  the  ready.  Larry,  feel¬ 
ing  the  movement  of  her  claws,  glanced  down  to  see  what  it 
was,  and  from  that  moment  things  got  increasingly  confused. 

He  uttered  a  roar  of  fright  that  made  Lugaretzia  drop  a  plate 
and  brought  Roger  out  from  beneath  the  table,  barking  wildly. 
With  a  flick  of  his  hand  he  sent  the  unfortunate  scorpion  flying 
down  the  table,  and  she  landed  midway  between  Margo  and 
Leslie,  scattering  babies  like  confetti  as  she  thumped  onto  the 
cloth.  Thoroughly  enraged  at  this  treatment,  the  creature  sped 
towards  Leslie,  her  sting  quivering  with  emotion.  Leslie  leaped  to 
his  feet,  overturning  his  chair,  and  flicked  out  desperately  with 
his  napkin,  sending  the  scorpion  rolling  across  the  cloth  towards 
Margo,  who  promptly  let  out  a  scream  that  any  railway  engine 
would  have  been  proud  to  produce.  Mother,  completely  bewil¬ 
dered  by  this  sudden  and  rapid  change  from  peace  to  chaos,  put 
on  her  glasses  and  peered  down  the  table  to  see  what  was  caus- 
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ing  the  pandemonium,  and  at  that  moment  Margo,  in  a  vain 
attempt  to  stop  the  scorpion’s  advance,  hurled  a  glass  of  water  at 
it.  The  shower  missed  the  animal  completely,  but  successfully 
drenched  Mother,  who,  not  being  able  to  stand  cold  water, 
promptly  lost  her  breath  and  sat  gasping  at  the  end  of  the  table, 
unable  even  to  protest.  The  scorpion  had  now  gone  to  ground 
under  Leslie’s  plate,  while  her  babies  swarmed  wildly  all  over  the 
table.  Roger,  mystified  by  the  panic,  but  determined  to  do  his 
share,  ran  round  and  round  the  room,  barking  hysterically. 

“It’s  that  bloody  boy  again  .  .  .”  bellowed  Larry. 

“Look  out!  Look  out!  They’re  coming!”  screamed  Margo. 

“All  we  need  is  a  book,”  roared  Leslie;  “don’t  panic,  hit  ’em 
with  a  book.” 

“What  on  earth’s  the  matter  with  you  all?”  Mother  kept 
imploring,  mopping  her  glasses. 

“It’s  that  bloody  boy  .  .  .  he’ll  kill  the  lot  of  us  .  .  .  Look  at 
the  table  .  .  .  knee-deep  in  scorpions  .  . .” 

“Quick  .  . .  quick  ...  do  something  .  . .  Look  out,  look  out!” 

“Stop  screeching  and  get  a  book,  for  God”s  sake  .  .  .  You’re 
worse  than  the  dog  .  .  .  Shut  up,  Roger.  .  .” 

“By  the  grace  of  God  I  wasn’t  bitten  .  .  .” 

“Look  out .  .  .  there’s  another  one  .  .  .  Quick  .  .  .  quick  .  .  .” 

“Oh,  shut  up  and  get  me  a  book  or  something  .  .  .” 

“But  how  did  the  scorpions  get  on  the  table,  dear?” 

“That  bloody  boy  .  .  .  Every  matchbox  in  the  house  is  a 
deathtrap  .  .  .” 

“Look  out,  it’s  coming  towards  me  .  .  .  Quick,  quick,  do 
something  .  .  .” 

“Hit  it  with  your  knife  .  .  .  your  knife  .  .  .  Go  on,  hit  it .  .  .” 

Since  no  one  had  bothered  to  explain  things  to  him,  Roger 
was  under  the  mistaken  impression  that  the  family  were  being 
attacked,  and  that  it  was  his  duty  to  defend  them.  As  Lugaretzia 
was  the  only  stranger  in  the  room,  he  came  to  the  logical  con¬ 
clusion  that  she  must  be  the  responsible  party,  so  he  bit  her  in 
the  ankle.  This  did  not  help  matters  very  much. 

By  the  time  a  certain  amount  of  order  had  been  restored,  all 
the  baby  scorpions  had  hidden  themselves  under  various  plates 
and  bits  of  cutlery.  Eventually,  after  impassioned  pleas  on  my 
part,  backed  up  by  Mother,  Leslie’s  suggestion  that  the  whole 
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lot  be  slaughtered  was  quashed.  While  the  family,  still  simmer¬ 
ing  with  rage  and  fright,  retired  to  the  drawing-room,  I  spent 
half  an  hour  rounding  up  the  babies,  picking  them  up  in  a  tea¬ 
spoon,  and  returning  them  to  their  mother’s  back.  Then  I  car¬ 
ried  them  outside  on  a  saucer  and,  with  the  utmost  reluctance, 
released  them  on  the  garden  wall.  Roger  and  I  went  and  spent 
the  afternoon  on  the  hillside,  for  I  felt  it  would  be  prudent  to 
allow  the  family  to  have  a  siesta  before  seeing  them  again. 

A  Yorkshire  Boyhood  (1983)  by  Roy  Hattersley  (1932-  ), 
English  politician  and  writer 

A  former  deputy  leader  of  the  British  Labour  Party,  Hattersley  served 
as  a  Member  of  Parliament  for  thirty-three  years  before  becoming  a 
Labour  peer.  He  has  written  novels,  columns,  biographies,  histories, 
essays,  and  two  volumes  of  memoirs.  The  first  of  these,  A  Yorkshire 
Boyhood,  takes  place  in  Sheffield,  where  he  was  bom  and  grew  up. 
Hattersley’s  three  lifelong  passions  were  established  in  his  youth — foot¬ 
ball,  cricket,  and  politics.  His  father  took  him  regularly  to  see  Sheffield 
Wednesday  football  team,  and  his  mother,  who  later  became  a  Labour 
councillor  and  Lord  Mayor  of  Sheffield,  introduced  him  to  election¬ 
eering.  A  second  volume  of  memoirs,  Who  Goes  Home?:  Scenes  from  a 
Political  Life  (1995),  is  his  account  of  his  lifetime  in  politics. 

Going  to  see  a  real  football  match  seemed  to  me  as  grown-up 
and  as  daring  as  smoking  or  wearing  long  trousers — neither 
of  which  adult  habit  I  had  acquired.  Indeed,  as  a  result  of  that  first 
visit  to  the  Hillsborough  ground  of  Sheffield  Wednesday  Football 
Club,  I  have  still  to  experience  what  I  assume  to  be  the  repulsive 
taste  of  a  first  cigarette.  For  from  the  moment  that  my  father  and 
I  took  our  seat  in  the  wooden  “Old  Stand,”  I  knew  that  God  had 
called  me  to  play  left-half  for  “the  Owls”  and  when  other  little 
boys  puffed  away  surreptitiously  behind  scout  huts  and  in  school 
lavatories,  I  never  risked  my  health  and  respiration.  I  kept  myself 
pure  for  Sheffield  Wednesday. 

Inevitably  the  first  game  I  saw  was  against  Nottingham 
Forest.  Indeed,  I  suspect  the  decision  that  I  was  old  enough  and 
big  enough  to  be  jostled  by  the  crowd  was  partly  influenced  by 
my  father’s  desire  to  take  me  to  see  his  team.  It  was  concern  for 
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my  safety  that  prompted  the  extravagance  of  tickets  and  seats.  In 
later  years,  we  always  stood  on  Spion  Kop,  exposed  to  the 
weather  and  the  pressure  of  the  thousand  tightly  packed  football 
supporters.  But  on  the  first  day  I  was  in  comfort  and  under  cover, 
only  in  danger  as  we  were  swept  in  and  out  of  the  ground  at  the 
start  and  after  the  end  of  the  game.  My  father  guided  me  through 
the  crush  with  his  arm  over  my  shoulders  in  a  way  which  was 
supposed  to  protect  me  but  caused  something  approaching  stran¬ 
gulation.  I  knew  he  was  trying  to  be  helpful  and  felt  unable  to 
beg  him  to  release  the  pressure  on  my  windpipe. 

I  was  enchanted  by  the  game.  It  ended  in  a  goalless  draw  and 
was,  so  my  father  later  assured  me,  unexceptional  in  every  way. 

But  I  think  that  I  recognized  what  J.  B.  Priestley  called  the  com¬ 
bination  of  “conflict  and  art.”  It  was  the  beginning  of  a  lifetime 
of  eager  anticipation  of  winter  Saturday  afternoons,  climaxing 
in  the  hour  after  four  forty-five  being  filled  by  the  triumph  of 
victory,  the  despair  of  defeat,  or  the  cold  consolation  of  a  draw 
and  a  single  point.  I  know  that  I  should  have  grown  out  of  such 
infantile  passion.  But  becoming  a  prejudiced  football  partisan, 
was,  for  me,  part  of  the  onset  of  age,  wisdom  and  maturity — the 
discovery  of  one  of  the  wonders  of  the  world. 

“Specimen  Days”  (1882)  by  Walt  Whitman  (1819-1892), 
American  poet 

The  great  American  poet  Walt  Whitman  grew  up  near  the  ocean  on 
Long  Island  and  then  in  Brooklyn,  New  York.  After  leaving  school  at 
the  age  of  12  he  was  apprenticed  to  a  printer,  and  later  worked  as  a 
teacher,  journalist,  speechwriter,  and  newspaper  editor.  Whitman’s 
life’s  work  became  the  writing  of  a  poem  that  would  contain  and  con¬ 
vey  the  new  energy,  optimism,  and  complexities  of  the  young  United 
States,  Leaves  of  Grass,  first  published  in  1855.  A  collection  of  his 
autobiographical  jottings — Specimen  Days  and  Collect  (1882) — con¬ 
tains  the  above  depiction  of  his  youth,  as  well  as  descriptions  of  his 
time  in  newspapers,  his  travels,  his  experiences  during  the  Civil  War. 
The  book  was  later  revised  as  Specimen  Days  in  America  (1887).  In 
1891  Whitman  published  his  Complete  Prose  Works,  including  his 
“Specimen  Days”  and  a  depiction  of  his  old  age,  “Memoranda.” 
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Inside  the  outer  bars  or  beach  this  south  bay  is  everywhere  com¬ 
paratively  shallow;  of  cold  winters  all  thick  ice  on  the  surface. 
As  a  boy  I  often  went  forth  with  a  chum  or  two,  on  those  frozen 
fields,  with  hand-sled,  axe  and  eel-spear,  after  messes  of  eels.  We 
would  cut  holes  in  the  ice,  sometimes  striking  quite  an  eel- 
bonanza,  and  filling  our  baskets  with  great,  fat,  sweet,  white- 
meated  fellows.  The  scenes,  the  ice,  drawing  the  hand-sled,  cut¬ 
ting  holes,  spearing  the  eels,  etc.,  were  of  course  just  such  fun  as 
is  dearest  to  boyhood.  The  shores  of  this  bay,  winter  and  summer, 
and  my  doings  there  in  early  life,  are  woven  all  through  L.  of  G. 
[Leaves  of  Grass].  One  sport  I  was  very  fond  of  was  to  go  on  a  bay- 
party  in  summer  to  gather  sea-gulls’  eggs.  (The  gulls  lay  two  or 
three  eggs,  more  than  half  the  size  of  hens’  eggs,  right  on  the  sand, 
and  leave  the  sun’s  heat  to  hatch  them.) 

The  eastern  end  of  Long  Island,  the  Peconic  bay  region,  I 
knew  quite  well  too — sail’d  more  than  once  around  Shelter 
Island,  and  down  to  Montauk — spent  many  an  hour  on  Turtle 
Hill  by  the  old  lighthouse,  on  the  extreme  point,  looking  out 
over  the  ceaseless  roll  of  the  Atlantic.  I  used  to  like  to  go  down 
there  and  fraternize  with  the  blue-fishers,  or  the  annual  squads 
of  sea-bass  takers.  Sometimes,  along  Montauk  peninsula  (it  is 
some  fifteen  miles  long,  and  good  grazing),  met  the  strange, 
unkempt,  half-barbarous  herdsmen,  at  that  time  living  there 
entirely  aloof  from  society  or  civilization,  in  charge,  on  those 
rich  pasturages,  of  vast  droves  of  horses,  kine  or  sheep,  own’d 
by  farmers  of  the  eastern  towns. 

Sometimes,  too,  the  few  remaining  Indians,  or  half-breeds, 
at  that  period  left  on  Montauk  peninsula,  but  now  I  believe 
altogether  extinct. 

More  in  the  middle  of  the  island  were  the  spreading 
Hempstead  plains,  then  (1830-40)  quite  prairie-like,  open, 
uninhabited,  rather  sterile,  cover’d  with  kill-calf  and  huckle¬ 
berry  bushes,  yet  plenty  of  fair  pasture  for  the  cattle,  mostly 
milch-cows,  who  fed  there  by  hundreds,  even  thousands,  and  at 
evening  (the  plains  too  were  own’d  by  the  towns,  and  this  was 
the  use  of  them  in  common)  might  be  seen  taking  their  way 
home,  branching  off  regularly  in  the  right  places.  I  have  often 
been  out  on  the  edges  of  these  plains  toward  sundown,  and  can 
yet  recall  in  fancy  the  interminable  cow-processions,  and  hear 
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the  music  of  the  tin  or  copper  bells  clanking  far  or  near,  and 
breathe  the  cool  of  the  sweet  and  slightly  aromatic  evening  air, 
and  note  the  sunset. 

Through  the  same  region  of  the  island,  but  further  east, 
extended  wide  central  tracts  of  pine  and  scrub-oak  (charcoal 
was  largely  made  here),  monotonous  and  sterile.  But  many  a 
good  day  or  half-day  did  I  have,  wandering  through  those  soli¬ 
tary  cross-roads,  inhaling  the  peculiar  and  wild  aroma.  Here, 
and  all  along  the  island  and  its  shores,  I  spent  intervals  many 
years,  all  seasons,  sometimes  riding,  sometimes  boating,  but 
generally  afoot  (I  was  always  then  a  good  walker),  absorbing 
fields,  shores,  marine  incidents,  characters,  the  bay-men,  farm¬ 
ers,  pilots — always  had  a  plentiful  acquaintance  with  the  latter, 
and  with  fishermen — went  every  summer  on  sailing  trips — 
always  liked  the  bare  sea-beach,  south  side,  and  have  some  of 
my  happiest  hours  on  it  to  this  day. 

As  I  write,  the  whole  experience  comes  back  to  me  after  the 
lapse  of  forty  and  more  years — the  soothing  rustle  of  the  waves, 
and  the  saline  smell — boyhood’s  times,  the  clam-digging,  bare¬ 
foot,  and  with  trowsers  roll’d  up — hauling  down  the  creek — 
the  perfume  of  the  sedge-meadows — the  hay-boat,  and  the 
chowder  and  fishing  excursions;  or,  of  later  years,  little  voyages 
down  and  out  New  York  bay,  in  the  pilot  boats.  Those  same 
later  years,  also,  while  living  in  Brooklyn  (1836-50),  I  went 
regularly  every  week  in  the  mild  seasons  down  to  Coney  Island, 
at  that  time  a  long,  bare  unfrequented  shore,  which  I  had  all  to 
myself,  and  where  I  loved,  after  bathing,  to  race  up  and  down 
the  hard  sand,  and  declaim  Homer  or  Shakspere  [sic]  to  the  surf 
and  sea-gulls  by  the  hour.  But  I  am  getting  ahead  too  rapidly, 
and  must  keep  more  in  my  traces. 

“Holiday  Memory”  (1954)  by  Dylan  Thomas  (1914-1953), 
Welsh  poet 

Born  in  Swansea,  Wales,  Thomas  began  writing  at  a  young  age,  leav¬ 
ing  school  to  become  a  trainee  reporter  on  the  local  newspaper.  At 
twenty,  he  published  his  first  collection  of  poems  and  by  the  time  his 
second  collection  appeared  in  1936,  he  had  established  himself  as  a 
prominent  voice  in  English  poetry.  Just  before  his  early  death  at  the 
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age  of  thirty-nine  in  1953,  Thomas  began  work  compiling  autobio¬ 
graphical  sketches  and  essays  that  he  often  read  aloud  at  his  frequent 
lectures  and  radio  appearances.  Quite  Early  One  Morning  (1954),  pub¬ 
lished  posthumously,  includes  many  tales  from  his  boyhood  and  youth 
in  Wales,  including  the  delightful  “Holiday  Memory”  about  a  family 
outing  to  the  beach. 

August  Bank  Holiday — a  tune  on  an  ice-cream  comet.  A 
slap  of  sea  and  a  tickle  of  sand.  A  fanfare  of  sunshades 
opening.  A  wince  and  whinny  of  bathers  dancing  into  deceptive 
water.  A  tuck  of  dresses.  A  rolling  of  trousers.  A  compromise  of 
paddlers.  A  sunburn  of  girls  and  a  lark  of  boys.  A  silent  hulla¬ 
baloo  of  balloons. 

I  remember  the  sea  telling  lies  in  a  shell  held  to  my  ear  for 
a  whole  harmonious,  hollow  minute  by  a  small,  wet  girl  in  an 
enormous  bathing  suit  marked  Corporation  Property. 

I  remember  sharing  the  last  of  my  moist  buns  with  a  boy  and 
a  lion.  Tawny  and  savage,  with  cruel  nails  and  capacious 
mouth,  the  little  boy  tore  and  devoured.  Wild  as  seedcake,  fero¬ 
cious  as  a  hearthrug,  the  depressed  and  verminous  lion  nibbled 
like  a  mouse  at  his  half  a  bun  and  hiccupped  in  the  sad  dusk  of 
his  cage. 

I  remember  a  man  like  an  alderman  or  a  bailiff,  bowlered 
and  collarless,  with  a  bag  of  monkeynuts  in  his  hand,  crying 
“Ride  ’em,  cowboy!”  time  and  again  as  he  whirled  in  his  chaira- 
plane  giddily  above  the  upturned  laughing  faces  of  the  town 
girls  bold  as  brass  and  the  boys  with  padded  shoulders  and  shoes 
sharp  as  knives;  and  the  monkeynuts  flew  through  the  air  like 
salty  hail. 

Children  all  day  capered  or  squealed  by  the  glazed  or  bash¬ 
ing  sea,  and  the  steam-organ  wheezed  its  waltzes  in  the  thread¬ 
bare  playground  and  the  waste  lot,  where  the  dodgems  dodged, 
behind  the  pickle  factory. 

And  mothers  loudly  warned  their  proud  pink  daughters  or 
sons  to  put  that  jellyfish  down;  and  fathers  spread  newspapers 
over  their  faces;  and  sandfleas  hopped  on  the  picnic  lettuce; 
and  someone  had  forgotten  the  salt. 

In  those  always  radiant,  rainless,  lazily  rowdy  and  skyblue 
summers  departed,  I  remember  August  Monday  from  the  rising 
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of  the  sun  over  the  stained  and  royal  town  to  the  husky  hush¬ 
ing  of  the  roundabout  music  and  the  dowsing  of  the  naptha  jets 
in  the  seaside  fair:  from  bubble-and-squeak  to  the  last  of  the 
sandy  sandwiches. 

The  Autobiography  (1771-1778)  by  Benjamin  Franklin 
(1706-1790),  American  statesman,  publisher,  and  inventor 

Franklin  was  born  in  Boston,  the  tenth  son  of  a  candle-  and  soap- 
maker  father.  Although  his  boyhood  ambition  was  to  run  away  to  sea, 
he  was  apprenticed  to  his  brother,  a  printer,  before  leaving  home  to 
make  his  way  in  the  world  at  the  age  of  seventeen.  On  his  retirement 
from  business  twenty  years  later,  he  had  already  published  his  own 
newspaper,  opened  the  first  public  library  in  Philadelphia,  founded  the 
city’s  Union  Fire  Company,  invented  a  stove,  and  published  his 
famous  findings  on  electricity.  In  his  Autobiography  the  industrious 
Franklin  describes  his  achievements  to  the  point  of  his  retirement  and 
how  he  accomplished  them.  After  he  left  the  business  world,  Franklin 
began  his  long  career  in  public  life,  becoming  the  founding  father  of 
legend,  a  signer  of  both  the  Declaration  of  Independence  and  the 
Constitution. 

At  Ten  Years  old,  I  was  taken  home  to  assist  my  Father  in  his 
Business,  which  was  that  of  a  Tallow-Chandler  and  Sope- 
Boiler.  A  business  he  was  not  bred  to,  but  had  assumed  on  his 
Arrival  in  New  England,  &  on  finding  his  Dying  Trade  would  not 
maintain  his  Family,  being  in  little  Request.  Accordingly  I  was 
employed  in  cutting  Wick  for  the  Candles,  filling  the  Dipping 
Mold  &  the  Molds  for  Cast  Candles,  attending  the  Shop,  going 
of  Errands,  etc. 

I  dislik’d  the  Trade,  and  had  a  strong  Inclination  for  the 
Sea,  but  my  father  declar’d  against  it;  however,  living  near  the 
Water,  I  was  much  in  and  about  it,  leamt  early  to  swim  well,  & 
to  manage  Boats;  and  when  in  a  Boat  or  Canoe  with  other 
Boys,  I  was  commonly  allow’d  to  govern,  especially  in  any  case 
of  Difficulty;  and  upon  other  Occasions  I  was  generally  a 
Leader  among  the  Boys,  and  sometimes  led  them  into  Scrapes, 
of  which  I  will  mention  one  Instance,  as  it  shows  an  early  pro¬ 
jecting  public  Spirit,  tho’  not  then  justly  conducted. 
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There  was  a  salt  marsh  that  bounded  part  of  the  mill  pond, 
on  the  Edge  of  which,  at  Highwater,  we  used  to  stand  to  fish  for 
Minews  [minnows].  By  much  trampling,  we  had  made  it  a  mere 
Quagmire.  My  Proposal  was  to  build  a  Wharf  there  fit  for  us  to 
stand  upon,  and  I  show’d  my  Comrades  a  large  Heap  of  Stones, 
which  were  intended  for  a  new  House  near  the  Marsh,  and 
which  would  very  well  suit  our  Purpose.  Accordingly  in  the 
evening  when  the  Workmen  were  gone,  I  assembled  a  Number 
of  my  Playfellows,  and  working  with  them  diligently  like  so  many 
Emmets,  sometimes  two  or  three  to  a  Stone,  we  brought  them  all 
away  and  built  our  little  Wharf.  The  Next  morning  the 
Workmen  were  surpriz’d  at  missing  the  Stones,  which  were 
found  in  our  Wharf.  Enquiry  was  made  after  the  Removers;  we 
were  discovered  &  complain’d  of;  several  of  us  were  corrected  by 
our  Fathers;  and  tho’  I  pleaded  the  Usefulness  of  the  Work,  mine 
convinc’d  me  that  nothing  was  useful  which  was  not  honest. 

I  think  you  may  like  to  know  something  of  his  Person  & 
Character.  He  had  an  excellent  Constitution  of  Body,  was  of 
middle  Stature,  but  well  set  and  very  strong.  He  was  ingenious, 
could  draw  prettily,  was  skill’d  a  little  in  Music,  and  had  a  clear 
pleasing  Voice,  so  that  when  he  play’d  Psalm  Tunes  on  his 
Violin  &  sung  withal,  as  he  sometimes  did  in  an  Evening  after 
the  Business  of  the  Day  was  over,  it  was  extremely  agreeable  to 
hear.  He  had  a  mechanical  Genius  too,  and  on  occasion,  was 
very  handy  in  the  Use  of  other  Tradesmen’s  Tools.  But  his  great 
Excellence  lay  in  a  sound  understanding  and  solid  Judgment  in 
prudential  Matters,  both  in  private  &  publick  affairs.  In  the  lat¬ 
ter  indeed  he  was  never  employed,  the  numerous  Family  he  had 
to  educate  &  the  Straitness  of  his  Circumstances  keeping  him 
close  to  his  Trade;  but  I  remember  well  his  being  frequently  vis¬ 
ited  by  leading  People,  who  consulted  him  for  his  Opinion  on 
Affairs  of  the  Town  or  of  the  Church  he  belong’d  to,  and 
show’d  a  good  deal  of  Respect  for  his  Judgment  and  Advice.  He 
was  also  much  consulted  by  private  Persons  about  their  Affairs 
when  any  Difficulty  occur’d,  and  frequently  chosen  an 
Arbitrator  between  contending  Parties. 

At  his  Table  he  lik’d  to  have,  as  often  as  he  could,  some  sen¬ 
sible  Friend  or  neighbour  to  converse  with,  and  always  took 
care  to  start  some  ingenious  or  useful  Topic  for  Discourse, 
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which  might  tend  to  improve  the  Minds  of  his  Children.  By 
this  means  he  turn’d  our  attention  to  what  was  good,  just  & 
prudent  in  the  Conduct  of  Life;  and  little  or  no  Notice  was  ever 
taken  of  what  related  to  the  Victuals  on  the  table,  whether  it 
was  well  or  ill  drest,  in  or  out  of  season,  of  good  or  bad  flavour, 
preferable  or  inferior  to  this  or  that  other  thing  of  the  kind;  so 
that  I  was  bro’t  up  in  such  a  perfect  Inattention  to  those 
Matters  as  to  be  quite  Indifferent  what  kind  of  Food  was  set 
before  me,  and  so  unobservant  of  it,  that  to  this  Day  if  I  am 
ask’d  I  can  scarce  tell  a  few  Hours  after  Dinner  what  I  din’d 
upon.  This  has  been  a  Convenience  to  me  in  travelling,  where 
my  Companions  have  been  sometimes  very  unhappy  for  want 
of  a  suitable  gratification  of  their  more  delicate,  because  better 
instructed,  Tastes  and  Appetites. 


Eleven  <35^ 


My  Childhood  (1913-1914)  by  Maxim  Gorky  (1868-1936), 
Russian  writer 

Gorky,  the  best-known  and  -loved  of  Russian  autobiographers,  was 
bom  Aleksei  Maksimovich  Peshkov  in  Nizhny  Novgorod  in  1868.  His 
famous  autobiographical  trilogy  covers  the  first  twenty  years  of  his  life, 
growing  up  in  an  impoverished  peasant  family  during  pre-Soviet 
times.  The  first  volume,  My  Childhood,  begins  with  the  death  of  his 
father,  when  the  author  was  four,  after  which  time  he  went  with  his 
mother  to  live  with  his  grandparents.  The  book  ends  with  the  eleven- 
year-old  boy  venturing  out  into  the  world  alone,  after  the  death  of  his 
mother.  The  two  other  books  in  the  sequence,  My  Apprenticeship 
(1916)  and  My  Universities  (1923),  trace  his  story  to  the  point  where 
he  began  his  career  as  a  writer.  Gorky  went  on  to  become  head  of  the 
Writer’s  Union  under  Joseph  Stalin  and  Russia’s  greatest  practitioner 
of  socialist  realism. 

In  my  opinion  our  life  wasn’t  bad.  The  independent  life  in  the 
streets  was  very  much  to  my  liking.  I  liked  my  friends  as  well 
and  they  inspired  in  me  a  feeling  of  restlessness,  of  always  want¬ 
ing  to  do  them  some  good. 
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Things  became  difficult  for  me  at  school  again  and  the  boys 
laughed  at  me,  calling  me  a  rag-and-bone  man,  a  tramp,  and 
once,  after  a  quarrel,  they  told  the  teacher  I  smelt  of  sewers  and 
that  it  was  impossible  to  sit  next  to  me.  I  remember  how  deeply 
this  hurt  me  and  how  hard  it  was  to  go  to  school  after  that. 
They  invented  the  complaint  just  to  spite  me:  every  morning  I 
used  to  wash  myself  thoroughly  and  never  went  to  school  in  the 
clothes  I  wore  for  collecting  rags. 

But  at  last  I  passed  into  the  third  class  and  won  some  prizes: 
a  New  Testament,  a  bound  Krilov’s  Fables  and  another  book 
without  a  binding,  with  the  mysterious  title  of  Fata  M organa.  I 
also  got  a  good  report.  When  I  brought  my  prizes  home 
Grandfather  was  very  pleased  and  deeply  touched,  and 
announced  that  the  books  must  be  carefully  put  away  in  his  own 
trunk.  Grandmother  had  been  ill  for  some  days,  and  now  had  no 
money,  and  Grandfather  moaned  and  roared  at  her:  “You’ll  eat 
and  drink  me  out  of  house  and  home  .  .  .  you  lot .  .  .” 

I  took  the  books  to  a  shop  and  sold  them  for  fifty-five 
kopeks,  and  gave  the  money  to  Grandmother.  I  scrawled  all 
over  the  testimonial  and  gave  it  to  Grandfather.  He  hid  it  away 
carefully  without  unrolling  it  or  seeing  that  I’d  ruined  it. 

I  said  farewell  to  school  and  settled  down  once  more  to 
street  life,  which  now  was  more  enjoyable.  Spring  was  in  full 
bloom,  there  was  more  money  to  be  earned,  and  on  Sundays  we 
would  all  go  out  to  the  country,  the  fields  and  pine  groves,  and 
didn’t  return  until  late  in  the  evening,  pleasantly  exhausted 
and  firmer  friends  than  ever. 

But  this  kind  of  existence  was  short-lived:  my  stepfather  got 
the  sack  and  vanished  again  and  Mother  took  my  little  brother 
Nikolai  and  went  to  live  with  Grandfather.  As  Grandmother 
had  gone  to  live  in  the  house  of  a  rich  merchant  for  whom  she 
was  embroidering  a  cover  depicting  the  Body  of  Christ,  I  had 
to  be  nursemaid. 

My  mother,  silent  and  wasted  away,  could  barely  move  her 
legs,  and  looked  at  everything  with  terrifying  eyes.  My  brother 
had  scrofula,  ulcers  on  his  ankles,  and  was  so  weak  he  could 
only  raise  a  feeble  cry  and  moaned  pitifully  if  he  was  hungry. 
When  he’d  been  fed  he  would  doze  off  and  sigh  strangely  in  his 
sleep,  quietly  purring  like  a  kitten. 
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Grandfather  felt  him  carefully  all  over  and  said: 

“He  needs  proper  food,  but  how  can  I  feed  all  of  you?” 

Mother,  who  was  sitting  on  the  bed  in  a  comer  of  the  room, 
sighed  hoarsely:  “He  doesn’t  need  much  .  . 

“A  little  is  often  a  lot  for  others .  . Grandfather  waved  his 
arm  and  turned  to  me: 

“He  needs  to  be  free,  out  in  the  sun,  on  the  sands  .  . 

I  dragged  home  a  sack  of  clean  dry  sand,  heaped  it  in  a 
sunny  place  by  the  window  and  buried  my  brother  up  to  the 
neck,  according  to  Grandfather’s  instructions.  The  baby  liked 
sitting  in  the  sand,  sweetly  blinking  and  looking  at  me  with  his 
strange  shining  eyes;  they  had  no  whites,  only  blue  irises  sur¬ 
rounded  by  a  bright  ring. 

At  once  I  became  strongly  attached  to  my  brother.  He 
seemed  to  understand  everything  I  was  thinking  as  I  lay  beside 
him  in  the  sand  by  the  window,  through  which  would  come 
Grandfather’s  squeaky  voice: 

“You  don’t  have  to  be  clever  to  die,  but  it’s  time  you  knew 
how  to  live.” 

Mother  would  then  have  a  long  fit  of  coughing. 

My  brother  would  free  his  little  arms  and  stretch  out 
towards  me,  shaking  his  small  white  head;  his  thin  hair  was 
shot  with  grey  and  his  face  old  and  wise. 

If  a  hen  or  a  cat  came  near  him,  Nikolai  would  take  a  long 
close  look,  then  turn  to  me  with  a  faint  smile,  which  disturbed  me 
and  made  me  think  perhaps  my  brother  sensed  I  was  bored  sitting 
there  with  him  and  really  wanted  to  leave  him  and  go  out  to  play 
in  the  street. 

We  had  a  small  yard  crammed  full  with  rubbish.  Next  to  the 
gates  were  some  ramshackle  sheds,  storehouses  all  made  from 
odd  bits  of  timber.  These  stretched  away  down  to  the  bath 
house.  The  roofs  were  covered  all  over  with  bits  of  wood  from 
boats,  logs,  planks,  damp  shavings,  all  fished  out  of  the  Oka 
during  the  spring  floods.  Ugly  piles  of  wood  cluttered  up  the 
yard,  most  of  it  still  wet  from  the  river,  and  lay  there  rotting  in 
the  sun,  giving  off  a  smell  of  decay. 

Next  door  was  a  slaughterhouse  for  small  livestock.  Almost 
every  morning  we  could  hear  the  calves  lowing  and  sheep 
bleating,  and  there  was  such  a  strong  smell  of  blood  that  at 
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times  it  seemed  to  hang  in  the  air  like  a  transparent  purple  net. 

Whenever  the  animals  bellowed,  stunned  by  a  blow  with 
the  back  of  an  axe  between  the  horns,  Kolya,  my  brother, 
would  screw  up  his  eyes  and  puff  out  his  cheeks  in  an  effort,  no 
doubt,  to  imitate  them,  but  only  succeeded  in  puffing  out  air: 
“Phooooh.” 

At  midday  Grandfather  would  stick  his  head  out  of  the  win¬ 
dow  and  shout:  “Dinner!” 

He  fed  the  baby  himself,  holding  him  on  his  knees  and 
chewing  up  bits  of  potato  and  bread,  poking  them  into 
Nikolai’s  little  mouth  with  his  crooked  finger,  and  getting  the 
food  all  over  his  thin  lips  and  little  chin. 

After  he’d  fed  him  for  a  while,  Grandfather  would  lift  the 
child’s  vest,  poke  its  swollen  belly  and  say  out  loud: 

“Do  you  think  he’s  had  enough?  Should  I  give  him  some 
more?” 

Mother’s  voice  would  come  from  the  dim  comer  near  the  door: 

“Can’t  you  see  he’s  reaching  for  the  bread!” 

“But  babies  are  stupid!  How  can  he  know  when  he’s  had 
enough?” 

And  he  continued  shoving  chewed-up  food  into  Nikolai’s 
mouth.  It  was  intolerable  and  I  felt  a  nauseating,  stifling  sensa¬ 
tion  down  in  my  throat. 

“That’s  enough  now,”  Grandfather  said  at  last.  “Take  him  to 
his  mother.” 

When  I  lifted  him  up  he  would  moan  and  reach  out  towards 
the  table.  Tall  and  thin  like  a  fir  stripped  of  its  branches, 
Mother  would  force  herself  on  to  her  feet  and  come  to  take  the 
baby  from  me,  stretching  out  her  thin  arms  which  hardly  had 
any  flesh  on  them. 

It  was  as  if  she  had  been  struck  dumb.  Whenever  she  spoke, 
which  was  very  rarely,  it  was  in  a  voice  seething  with  emotion. 
And  she  stayed  in  her  comer  the  whole  day,  just  dying.  I  could 
feel  that,  and  Grandfather  was  always  talking  about  death, 
obsessively,  particularly  in  the  evenings  when  it  grew  dark  out¬ 
side  and  the  warm  smell  of  decay  crept  through  the  window, 
warm  and  stuffy,  like  a  sheepskin. 

Grandfather’s  bed  stood  in  the  front  of  the  room,  almost 
under  the  icons  and  he  slept  with  his  head  towards  them  and 
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the  window.  He  would  lie  there  muttering  to  himself  for  hours 
in  the  darkness. 

“Now  it’s  time  for  me  to  die.  And  how  shall  I  look  before 
my  Maker?  What  shall  I  say?  .  .  .  My  whole  life’s  been  spent 
running  around  after  nothing.  And  what  for?  What  does  it  all 
add  up  to?” 

I  slept  on  the  floor  between  the  stove  and  the  window.  This 
didn’t  leave  much  room  for  my  legs,  so  I  stretched  them  out 
under  the  stove,  where  I  could  feel  the  cockroaches  tickling  my 
toes.  From  this  comer  I  could  witness  many  events  which  filled 
me  with  malicious  pleasure.  When  Grandfather  was  cooking  he 
always  managed  to  knock  some  of  the  windowpanes  out  with 
the  end  of  the  poker  or  oven  fork.  So  strange  and  funny,  that  a 
clever  man  like  him  never  thought  of  cutting  down  the  handles. 

Once,  when  something  boiled  over  in  one  of  the  pots,  he 
tugged  so  furiously  at  the  oven  fork  that  he  smashed  the  win¬ 
dow-frame  and  both  panes  of  glass,  upset  the  pot  over  the  fire¬ 
place  and  broke  it  into  the  bargain.  This  incensed  him  so  much 
that  he  sat  on  the  floor  and  cried: 

“My  God,  my  God!” 

During  the  day,  when  he’d  gone,  I  took  a  bread  knife  and 
shortened  the  oven-fork  handle  by  about  three  quarters.  But 
when  Grandfather  saw  my  work  he  started  cursing: 

“Damn  and  blast  you!  You  should  have  used  a  saw,  a  s-a-w! 
We  could  have  made  some  rolling  pins  from  the  offcuts  and  got 
good  money  for  them,  you  little  devil!” 

Waving  his  arms,  he  ran  into  the  hall.  Mother  said:  “You 
shouldn’t  interfere  .  .  .” 

She  died  in  August,  on  a  Sunday,  about  midday.  My  stepfa¬ 
ther  had  just  returned  from  his  travels  and  had  got  another  job 
somewhere  in  the  town.  Grandmother  had  taken  Nikolai  with 
her  and  gone  to  live  in  a  clean  little  flat  near  the  station; 
Mother  was  eventually  going  to  join  them  there. 

The  morning  of  the  day  she  died  she’d  said  to  me  softly,  but 
in  a  clearer,  more  carefree  voice  than  usual: 

“Go  to  Yevgeny  Vassilyevich  and  tell  him  to  come  here!” 

She  lifted  herself  up  on  the  bed,  propping  her  hand  against 
the  wall,  and  sat  up.  “Quick  as  you  can!” 

I  thought  she  was  smiling,  and  there  was  a  new  shining  light 
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in  her  eyes.  My  stepfather  was  at  mass,  and  Grandmother  sent 
me  off  to  a  Jewess  (the  wife  of  a  policeman),  who  sold  tobacco, 
for  some  snuff.  She  didn’t  have  any  ready  and  I  had  to  wait 
while  she  rubbed  the  flakes. 

When  I  got  back  to  Grandfather’s,  Mother  was  sitting  at  the 
table,  dressed  in  a  clean,  lilac-coloured  dress.  Her  hair  was 
beautifully  combed  and  she  looked  commanding,  just  like  she 
used  to. 

“Feel  any  better?”  I  asked,  somewhat  timidly. 

She  gave  me  a  pained  look  and  said:  “Come  here!  Where 
have  you  been  all  this  time,  eh?”  I’d  hardly  time  to  answer 
when  she  seized  me  by  the  hair,  took  a  long,  supple  knife  made 
from  a  saw  in  her  other  hand  and  hit  me  several  times  with  the 
flat  side,  lifting  her  hand  high  above  her  head.  The  knife  flew 
out  of  her  hand. 

“Pick  it  up.  Give  it  to  me.” 

I  picked  it  up,  threw  it  on  the  table  and  Mother  pushed  me 
away.  I  sat  in  front  of  the  stove,  terribly  frightened,  and 
watched  every  movement  she  made.  She  got  up  from  the  table 
and  slowly  made  her  way  back  to  her  comer,  lay  down  on  her 
bed  and  started  wiping  the  sweat  off  her  face  with  a  handker¬ 
chief.  Her  hand  shook,  and  twice  dropped  down  to  the  pillow, 
which  she  wiped  instead  of  her  face. 

“Bring  me  some  water.” 

I  scooped  a  cupful  from  the  bucket  and  she  raised  her  head 
with  difficulty,  took  a  small  sip,  and  a  cold  hand  pushed  mine 
away.  She  sighed  deeply,  looked  at  the  comer  where  the  icons 
were,  then  looked  at  me  again. 

What  I  thought  was  a  smile  flickered  on  her  quivering  lips. 
Gradually  she  lowered  her  eyelashes.  Keeping  her  elbows 
pressed  tightly  against  her  side  she  moved  her  finger  weakly 
while  her  hands  crept  slowly  across  the  breast  towards  her 
throat.  A  shadow  ran  over  her  face,  seemed  to  penetrate  it, 
tightening  her  yellow  skin  and  sharpening  her  nose.  Her  mouth 
opened  as  if  in  surprise,  but  I  couldn’t  hear  her  breathe. 

For  what  seemed  an  eternity  I  stood  there  with  the  cup  in 
my  hand  and  watched  her  face  turn  stiff,  cold  and  grey. 

When  Grandfather  came  in  I  said: 

“Mother’s  dead.” 
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He  looked  at  the  bed,  “Lying  again,  are  you?” 

He  went  over  to  the  stove  and  made  a  deafening  noise  with 
the  griddle  and  oven  door  as  he  drew  out  a  pie.  I  looked  at  him, 
knowing  full  well  Mother  had  died  and  wondering  when  it 
would  sink  in. 

My  stepfather  arrived  in  a  linen  jacket  and  white  cap. 
Without  any  noise  he  took  a  chair  and  carried  it  to  Mother’s 
bed,  suddenly  let  it  fall  heavily  on  the  floor  and  made  a  loud 
bellowing  noise,  like  a  trumpet: 

“Yes,  she’s  dead  .  .  .  look.”  Grandfather,  with  staring  eyes, 
quietly  shuffled  away  from  the  stove  like  a  blind  man,  still  car¬ 
rying  the  griddle. 

My  Own  Story  (1914)  by  Emmeline  Pankhurst 
(1857-1928),  English  suffragette 

Pankhurst  was  bom  Emmeline  Goulden  in  Manchester  in  1857.  In  1879 
she  married  Richard  Pankhurst,  a  barrister  who  had  helped  to  draft  the 
property  acts  allowing  married  women  greater  control  of  their  finances. 
Richard  died  in  1898  and  soon  afterwards,  Emmeline  founded  the 
Women’s  Social  and  Political  Union,  along  with  her  daughters 
Christabel  and  Sylvia.  In  1905  the  organization  became  militant. 
Pankhurst’s  autobiography  is  still  shocking  for  its  descriptions  of  the  bru¬ 
tal  treatment  the  suffragettes  received  at  the  hands  of  the  government, 
the  police,  the  courts,  and  prison  wardens — at  one  point,  Pankhurst  was 
imprisoned  twelve  times  in  a  single  year.  She  lived  to  see  women  receive 
the  vote  on  the  same  basis  as  men  in  1928,  the  year  of  her  death. 

I  have  not  personally  suffered  from  the  deprivations,  the  bitter¬ 
ness  and  sorrow  which  bring  so  many  men  and  women  to  a  real¬ 
ization  of  social  injustice.  My  childhood  was  protected  by  love 
and  a  comfortable  home.  Yet,  while  still  a  very  young  child,  I 
began  instinctively  to  feel  that  there  was  something  lacking,  even 
in  my  own  home,  some  false  conception  of  family  relations,  some 
incomplete  ideal. 

This  vague  feeling  of  mine  began  to  shape  itself  into  con¬ 
viction  about  the  time  my  brothers  and  I  were  sent  to  school. 
The  education  of  the  English  boy,  then  as  now,  was  considered 
a  much  more  serious  matter  than  the  education  of  an  English 
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boy’s  sister.  My  parents,  especially  my  father,  discussed  the 
question  of  my  brothers’  education  as  a  matter  of  real  impor¬ 
tance.  My  education  and  that  of  my  sister  were  scarcely  dis¬ 
cussed  at  all.  Of  course  we  went  to  a  carefully  selected  girls’ 
school,  but  beyond  the  facts  that  the  headmistress  was  a  gen¬ 
tlewoman  and  that  all  the  pupils  were  girls  of  my  own  class, 
nobody  seemed  concerned.  A  girl’s  education  at  that  time 
seemed  to  have  for  its  prime  object  the  art  of  “making  home 
attractive” — presumably  to  migratory  male  relatives.  It  used  to 
puzzle  me  to  understand  why  I  was  under  such  a  particular  obli¬ 
gation  to  make  home  attractive  to  my  brothers.  We  were  on 
excellent  terms  of  friendship,  but  it  was  never  suggested  to 
them  as  a  duty  that  they  make  home  attractive  to  me.  Why 
not?  Nobody  seemed  to  know. 

The  answer  to  these  puzzling  questions  came  to  me  unex¬ 
pectedly  one  night  when  I  lay  in  my  little  bed  waiting  for  sleep 
to  overtake  me.  It  was  a  custom  of  my  father  and  mother  to 
make  the  round  of  our  bedrooms  every  night  before  going  them¬ 
selves  to  bed.  When  they  entered  my  room  that  night  I  was  still 
awake,  but  for  some  reason  I  chose  to  feign  slumber.  My  father 
bent  over  me,  shielding  the  candle  flame  with  his  big  hand.  I 
cannot  know  exactly  what  thought  was  in  his  mind  as  he  gazed 
down  at  me,  but  I  heard  him  say,  somewhat  sadly,  “What  a  pity 
she  wasn’t  bom  a  lad.” 

My  first  hot  impulse  was  to  sit  up  in  bed  and  protest  that  I 
didn’t  want  to  be  a  boy,  but  I  lay  still  and  heard  my  parents’ 
footsteps  pass  on  toward  the  next  child’s  bed.  I  thought  about 
my  father’s  remark  for  many  days  afterward,  but  I  think  I  never 
decided  that  I  regretted  my  sex.  However,  it  was  made  quite 
clear  that  men  considered  themselves  superior  to  women,  and 
that  women  apparently  acquiesced  in  that  belief. 

I  found  this  view  of  things  difficult  to  reconcile  with  the 
fact  that  both  my  father  and  my  mother  were  advocates  of 
equal  suffrage.  I  was  very  young  when  the  Reform  Act  of  1867 
was  passed,  but  I  very  well  remember  the  agitation  caused  by 
certain  circumstances  attending  it.  This  Reform  Act,  known  as 
the  Household  Franchise  Bill,  marked  the  first  popular  exten¬ 
sion  of  the  ballot  in  England  since  1832.  Under  its  terms, 
householders  paying  a  minimum  of  ten  pounds  a  year  rental 
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were  given  the  Parliamentary  vote.  While  it  was  still  under  dis¬ 
cussion  in  the  House  of  Commons,  John  Stuart  Mill  moved  an 
amendment  to  the  bill  to  include  women  householders  as  well 
as  men.  The  amendment  was  defeated,  but  in  the  act  as  passed 
the  word  “man”  instead  of  the  usual  “male  person”  was  used. 
Now,  under  another  act  of  Parliament  it  had  been  decided  that 
the  word  “man”  always  included  “woman”  unless  otherwise 
specifically  stated.  For  example,  in  certain  acts  containing  rate¬ 
paying  clauses,  the  masculine  noun  and  pronoun  are  used 
throughout,  but  the  provisions  apply  to  women  rate-payers  as 
well  as  to  men.  So  when  the  Reform  Bill  with  the  word  “man” 
in  it  became  law,  many  women  believed  that  the  right  of  suf¬ 
frage  had  actually  been  bestowed  upon  them.  A  tremendous 
amount  of  discussion  ensued,  and  the  matter  was  finally  tested 
by  a  large  number  of  women  seeking  to  have  their  names 
placed  upon  the  register  as  voters.  In  my  city  of  Manchester 
3,924  women,  out  of  a  total  of  4,215  possible  women  voters, 
claimed  their  votes,  and  their  claim  was  defended  in  the  law 
courts  by  eminent  lawyers,  including  my  future  husband,  Dr 
Pankhurst.  Of  course  the  women’s  claim  was  settled  adversely 
in  the  courts,  but  the  agitation  resulted  in  a  strengthening  of 
the  women ’s-suffrage  agitation  all  over  the  country. 

I  was  too  young  to  understand  the  precise  nature  of  the 
affair,  but  I  shared  in  the  general  excitement.  From  reading 
newspapers  aloud  to  my  father  I  had  developed  a  genuine 
interest  in  politics,  and  the  Reform  Bill  presented  itself  to  my 
young  intelligence  as  something  that  was  going  to  do  the  most 
wonderful  good  to  the  country.  The  first  election  after  the  bill 
became  law  was  naturally  a  memorable  occasion.  It  is  chiefly 
memorable  to  me  because  it  was  the  first  one  in  which  I  ever 
participated.  My  sister  and  I  had  just  been  presented  with  new 
winter  frocks,  green  in  colour,  and  made  alike,  after  the  cus¬ 
tom  of  proper  British  families.  Every  girl  child  in  those  days 
wore  a  red  flannel  petticoat,  and  when  we  first  put  on  our  new 
frocks  I  was  struck  with  the  fact  that  we  were  wearing  red  and 
green — the  colours  of  the  Liberal  Party.  Since  our  father  was  a 
Liberal,  of  course  the  Liberal  Party  ought  to  carry  the  election, 
and  I  conceived  a  brilliant  scheme  for  helping  its  progress. 
With  my  small  sister  trotting  after  me,  I  walked  the  better  part 
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of  a  mile  to  the  nearest  polling-booth.  It  happened  to  be  in  a 
rather  rough  factory  district,  but  we  did  not  notice  that. 
Arrived  there,  we  two  children  picked  up  our  green  skirts  to 
show  our  scarlet  petticoats,  and  brimful  of  importance,  walked 
up  and  down  before  the  assembled  crowds  to  encourage  the 
Liberal  vote.  From  this  eminence  we  were  shortly  snatched  by 
outraged  authority  in  the  form  of  a  nursery-maid.  I  believe  we 
were  sent  to  bed  into  the  bargain,  but  I  am  not  entirely  clear 
on  this  point. 

The  Interesting  Narrative  of  the  Life  of  Olaudah  Equiano,  or 
Qustavus  Vassa,  the  African ,  written  by  himself  (1789)  by 
Olaudah  Equiano  (1745-1797),  African- Anglo  abolitionist 
and  writer 

Equiano ’s  autobiography  is  one  of  the  earliest  examples  of  the  slave 
narrative,  a  genre  that  would  remain  popular  throughout  America 
and  Europe  from  the  late  eighteenth  century  into  the  nineteenth 
century.  Equiano’s  story  begins  in  what  is  now  Nigeria,  Africa,  where 
he  was  captured  at  the  age  of  eleven  and  enslaved.  After  purchasing 
his  freedom  as  a  young  man,  he  landed  in  England,  where  he  trained 
to  be  a  barber  and  a  musician  and  became  involved  in  the  British 
abolitionist  movement.  Equiano  wrote  the  Narrative  in  part  to  clear 
his  name  after  being  accused  of  mistreating  freed  slaves  while  work¬ 
ing  as  a  steward  on  board  a  ship  bound  from  London  to  Sierra  Leone. 
The  Narrative  went  into  nine  printings  in  its  author’s  lifetime,  and 
Equiano  became  a  famous  man  in  his  adopted  home,  lecturing  all 
over  Great  Britain. 

As  I  was  the  youngest  of  the  sons,  I  became,  of  course,  the 
greatest  favourite  with  my  mother,  and  was  always  with  her; 
and  she  used  to  take  particular  pains  to  form  my  mind.  I  was 
trained  up  from  my  earliest  years  in  the  art  of  war;  my  daily  exer¬ 
cise  was  shooting  and  throwing  javelins;  and  my  mother  adorned 
me  with  emblems,  after  the  manner  of  our  greatest  warriors.  In 
this  way  I  grew  up  till  I  was  turned  the  age  of  eleven,  when  an 
end  was  put  to  my  happiness  in  the  following  manner. 

Generally  when  the  grown  people  in  the  neighbourhood 
were  gone  far  in  the  fields  to  labour,  the  children  assembled 
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together  in  some  of  the  neighbours’  premises  to  play;  and  com¬ 
monly  some  of  us  used  to  get  up  a  tree  to  look  out  for  any 
assailant,  or  kidnapper,  that  might  come  upon  us;  for  they 
sometimes  took  those  opportunities  of  our  parents’  absence  to 
attack  and  carry  off  as  many  as  they  could  seize.  One  day,  as  I 
was  watching  at  the  top  of  a  tree  in  our  yard,  I  saw  one  of  those 
people  come  into  the  yard  of  our  next  neighbour  but  one,  to 
kidnap,  there  being  many  stout  young  people  in  it.  Immediately 
on  this  I  gave  the  alarm  of  the  rogue,  and  he  was  surrounded  by 
the  stoutest  of  them,  who  entangled  him  with  cords,  so  that  he 
could  not  escape  till  some  of  the  grown  people  came  and 
secured  him.  But  alas!  ere  long  it  was  my  fate  to  be  thus 
attacked,  and  to  be  carried  off,  when  none  of  the  grown  people 
were  nigh.  One  day,  when  all  our  people  were  gone  out  to  their 
works  as  usual,  and  only  I  and  my  dear  sister  were  left  to  mind 
the  house,  two  men  and  a  woman  got  over  our  walls,  and  in  a 
moment  seized  us  both,  and,  without  giving  us  time  to  cry  out, 
or  make  resistance,  they  stopped  our  mouths,  and  ran  off  with 
us  into  the  nearest  wood.  Here  they  tied  our  hands,  and  con¬ 
tinued  to  carry  us  as  far  as  they  could,  till  night  came  on,  when 
we  reached  a  small  house  where  the  robbers  halted  for  refresh¬ 
ment,  and  spent  the  night.  We  were  then  unbound,  but  were 
unable  to  take  any  food;  and,  being  quite  overpowered  by 
fatigue  and  grief,  our  only  relief  was  some  sleep,  which  allayed 
our  misfortune  for  a  short  time.  The  next  morning  we  left  the 
house,  and  continued  travelling  all  the  day.  For  a  long  time  we 
had  kept  to  the  woods,  but  at  last  we  came  into  a  road  which  I 
believed  I  knew.  I  had  now  some  hopes  of  being  delivered;  for 
we  had  advanced  but  a  little  way  before  I  discovered  some  peo¬ 
ple  at  a  distance,  on  which  I  began  to  cry  out  for  their  assis¬ 
tance:  but  my  cries  had  no  other  effect  than  to  make  them  tie 
me  faster  and  stop  my  mouth,  and  then  they  put  me  into  a  large 
sack.  They  also  stopped  my  sister’s  mouth,  and  tied  her  hands; 
and  in  this  manner  we  proceeded  till  we  were  out  of  the  sight 
of  these  people.  When  we  went  to  rest  the  following  night  they 
offered  us  some  victuals;  but  we  refused  it;  and  the  only  com¬ 
fort  we  had  was  in  being  in  one  another’s  arms  all  that  night, 
and  bathing  each  other  with  our  tears.  But  alas!  we  were  soon 
deprived  of  even  the  small  comfort  of  weeping  together. 
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The  next  day  proved  a  day  of  greater  sorrow  than  I  had  yet 
experienced;  for  my  sister  and  I  were  then  separated,  while  we 
lay  clasped  in  each  other’s  arms.  It  was  in  vain  that  we  besought 
them  not  to  part  us;  she  was  torn  from  me,  and  immediately 
carried  away,  while  I  was  left  in  a  state  of  distraction  not  to  be 
described.  I  cried  and  grieved  continually;  and  for  several  days 
I  did  not  eat  anything  but  what  they  forced  into  my  mouth.  At 
length,  after  many  days  travelling,  during  which  I  had  often 
changed  masters,  I  got  into  the  hands  of  a  chieftain,  in  a  very 
pleasant  country.  This  man  had  two  wives  and  some  children, 
and  they  all  used  me  extremely  well,  and  did  all  they  could  to 
comfort  me;  particularly  the  first  wife,  who  was  something  like 
my  mother.  Although  I  was  a  great  many  days  journey  from  my 
father’s  house,  yet  these  people  spoke  exactly  the  same  lan¬ 
guage  with  us.  This  first  master  of  mine,  as  I  may  call  him,  was 
a  smith,  and  my  principal  employment  was  working  his  bel¬ 
lows,  which  were  the  same  kind  as  I  had  seen  in  my  vicinity. 


Twelve 


Autobiographical  Notes  (1949)  by  Albert  Einstein 
(1879-1955),  German-Swiss  physicist 

At  the  age  of  sixty-seven,  during  a  period  of  illness  in  which  he 
thought  he  might  die,  the  great  physicist  sat  down  to  write  what  he 
described  as  “something  like  my  own  obituary.”  The  piece  was  later 
included  in  a  scientific  volume  devoted  to  the  great  physicist  that 
appeared  in  1949.  In  the  Autobiographical  Notes,  Einstein  reveals  the 
development  of  his  mind,  how  his  encounters  with  science  influenced 
him  and,  consequently,  how  he  began  to  make  his  own  considerable 
mark  on  science.  Einstein  was  bom  to  Jewish  parents  in  Ulm, 
Germany,  and  was  educated  in  both  Germany  and  Switzerland.  In  his 
doctorate  paper  of  1905,  he  first  proposed  his  famous  “Theory  of 
Relativity.”  In  1932,  a  month  before  Hitler  came  to  power,  he  arrived 
at  Princeton,  where  he  lived  for  the  rest  of  his  life. 

When  I  was  a  fairly  precocious  young  man  I  became  thor¬ 
oughly  impressed  with  the  futility  of  the  hopes  and  striv- 
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ings  that  chase  most  men  relentlessly  through  life.  Moreover,  I 
soon  discovered  the  cruelty  of  that  chase,  which  in  those  years 
was  much  more  carefully  covered  up  by  hypocrisy  and  glittering 
words  than  is  the  case  today.  By  the  mere  existence  of  his  stom¬ 
ach  everyone  was  condemned  to  participate  in  that  chase.  The 
stomach  might  well  be  satisfied  by  such  participation,  but  not 
man  insofar  as  he  is  a  thinking  and  feeling  being.  As  the  first  way 
out  there  was  religion,  which  is  implanted  into  every  child  by 
way  of  the  traditional  education- machine.  Thus  I  came — though 
the  child  of  entirely  irreligious  (Jewish)  parents — to  a  deep  reli¬ 
giousness,  which,  however,  reached  an  abrupt  end  at  the  age  of 
twelve.  Through  the  reading  of  popular  scientific  books  I  soon 
reached  the  conviction  that  much  in  the  stories  of  the  Bible 
could  not  be  true.  The  consequence  was  a  positively  [fanatic 
orgy]  of  freethinking  coupled  with  the  impression  that  youth  is 
intentionally  being  deceived  by  the  state  through  lies;  it  was  a 
crushing  impression.  Mistrust  of  every  kind  of  authority  grew  out 
of  this  experience,  a  sceptical  attitude  toward  the  convictions 
that  were  alive  in  any  specific  social  environment — an  attitude 
that  has  never  again  left  me,  even  though,  later  on,  it  has  been 
tempered  by  a  better  insight  into  the  causal  connections. 

It  is  quite  clear  to  me  that  the  religious  paradise  of  youth, 
which  was  thus  lost,  was  a  first  attempt  to  free  myself  from  the 
chains  of  the  “merely  personal,”  from  an  existence  dominated 
by  wishes,  hopes,  and  primitive  feelings.  Out  yonder  there  was 
this  huge  world,  which  exists  independently  of  us  human 
beings  and  which  stands  before  us  like  a  great,  eternal  riddle,  at 
least  partially  accessible  to  our  inspection  and  thinking.  The 
contemplation  of  this  world  beckoned  as  a  liberation,  and  I 
soon  noticed  that  many  a  man  whom  I  had  learned  to  esteem 
and  to  admire  had  found  inner  freedom  and  security  in  its  pur¬ 
suit.  The  mental  grasp  of  this  extra-personal  world  within  the 
frame  of  our  capabilities  presented  itself  to  my  mind,  half  con¬ 
sciously,  half  unconsciously,  as  a  supreme  goal.  Similarly  moti¬ 
vated  men  of  the  present  and  of  the  past,  as  well  as  the  insights 
they  had  achieved,  were  the  friends  who  could  not  be  lost.  The 
road  to  this  paradise  was  not  as  comfortable  and  alluring  as  the 
road  to  the  religious  paradise;  but  it  has  shown  itself  reliable, 
and  I  have  never  regretted  having  chosen  it. 
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What  I  have  said  here  is  true  only  in  a  certain  sense,  just  as 
a  drawing  consisting  of  a  few  strokes  can  do  justice  to  a  com¬ 
plicated  object,  full  of  perplexing  details,  only  in  a  very  limited 
sense.  If  an  individual  enjoys  well-ordered  thoughts,  it  is  quite 
possible  that  this  side  of  his  nature  may  grow  more  pronounced 
at  the  cost  of  the  other  sides  and  thus  may  determine  his  men¬ 
tality  in  increasing  degree.  In  this  case  it  may  well  be  that  such 
an  individual  sees  in  retrospect  a  uniformly  systematic  devel¬ 
opment,  whereas  the  actual  experience  takes  place  in  kaleido¬ 
scopic  particular  situations.  The  great  variety  of  the  external 
situations  and  the  narrowness  of  the  momentary  content  of 
consciousness  bring  about  a  sort  of  atomizing  of  the  life  of  every 
human  being.  In  a  man  of  my  type,  the  turning  point  of  the 
development  lies  in  the  fact  that  gradually  the  major  interest 
disengages  itself  to  a  far-reaching  degree  from  the  momentary 
and  the  merely  personal  and  turns  toward  the  striving  for  a 
conceptual  grasp  of  things.  Looked  at  from  this  point  of  view, 
the  above  schematic  remarks  contain  as  much  truth  as  can  be 
stated  with  such  brevity. 

The  Qreatest:  My  Own  Story  (1975)  by  Muhammad  Ali 
(1942-  ),  American  boxer  and  humanitarian 

Ali’s  autobiography — co-written  with  the  journalist  Richard  Durham 
and  published  at  the  peak  of  his  boxing  career — begins  with  Ali’s 
return  to  his  hometown  of  Louisville,  Kentucky,  just  after  his  humili¬ 
ating  loss  to  the  boxer  Ken  Norton  in  1973.  In  numerous  flashbacks, 
Ali  then  recounts  the  most  important  events  of  his  life,  including  his 
discovery  of  boxing  at  the  age  of  twelve.  The  book  culminates  with 
the  legendary  boxer’s  dramatic  defeats  of  George  Foreman  in  1974  and 
of  Joe  Frazier  in  1975. 

The  story  that  my  boxing  career  began  because  my  bike  was 
stolen  is  a  true  one,  as  far  as  it  goes.  But  that  was  only  a  part 
of  it.  I  was  twelve  years  old,  and  me  and  Johnny  Willis,  my  clos¬ 
est  buddy,  had  been  out  riding  around  on  our  bikes  until  the  rain 
got  too  heavy.  We  were  looking  for  something  else  to  do  when 
Johnny  suddenly  remembered  seeing  an  ad  for  a  black  business 
exhibition  at  Columbia  Auditorium  on  4th  and  York.  The  audi- 
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torium  is  a  big  recreational  center,  with  a  boxing  gym  and  a 
bowling  alley.  Every  year  the  black  people  in  the  city  hold  a  big 
bazaar,  the  Louisville  Home  Show,  at  the  Columbia  Gym. 

At  first  I  didn’t  want  to  go  to  the  Home  Show  very  much, 
but  when  we  read  the  leaflet  we  saw  that  there  would  be  free 
popcorn,  free  hot  dogs  and  free  candy.  Besides,  my  father  had 
bought  me  a  new  bike  for  Christmas,  a  Schwinn  with  red  lights 
and  chrome  trim,  a  spotlight  in  the  front,  whitewall  tires  and 
chrome  spokes  and  rims,  and  I  wanted  to  show  it  off. 

At  the  show  we  focused  in  on  the  food,  and  we  hung  around 
eating  until  seven  o’clock,  when  everybody  was  leaving. 

The  rain  was  still  coming  down  heavy  as  we  left,  so  it  took 
a  while  for  us  to  notice  that  my  bicycle  was  gone.  Angry  and 
frightened  of  what  my  father  would  do,  we  ran  up  and  down  the 
streets,  asking  about  the  bike.  Someone  told  us  to  go  downstairs 
to  the  Columbia  Gym.  “There’s  a  policeman,  Joe  Elsby  Martin, 
down  there  in  the  recreation  center.  Go  and  see  him.” 

I  ran  downstairs,  crying,  but  the  sights  and  sounds  and  the 
smell  of  the  boxing  gym  excited  me  so  much  that  I  almost  for¬ 
got  about  the  bike. 

There  were  about  ten  boxers  in  the  gym,  some  hitting  the 
speed  bag,  some  in  the  ring,  sparring,  some  jumping  rope.  I 
stood  there,  smelling  the  sweat  and  rubbing  alcohol,  and  a  feel¬ 
ing  of  awe  came  over  me.  One  slim  boy  shadowboxing  in  the 
ring  was  throwing  punches  almost  too  fast  for  my  eyes  to  follow. 

“You’ll  have  to  give  me  a  report,”  Martin  said  calmly,  and 
wrote  down  what  I  told  him.  Then,  as  I  was  about  to  go,  he 
tapped  me  on  the  shoulder.  “By  the  way,  we  got  boxing  every 
night,  Monday  through  Friday,  from  six  to  eight.  Here’s  an 
application  in  case  you  want  to  join  the  gym.” 

I  was  about  112  pounds,  skinny,  and  I’d  never  had  on  a  pair 
of  boxing  gloves.  I  folded  up  the  paper  and  stuck  it  in  my 
pocket,  thinking  it  was  a  poor  thing  to  take  home  instead  of  a 
bike.  That  night  my  father  bawled  me  out  for  being  so  careless. 
And  for  once  I  was  in  total  agreement  with  him.  I  told  him  I 
was  sorry,  and  I  meant  it. 

That  Saturday  I  was  home  looking  at  a  TV  show  called 
Tomorrow’s  Champions,  an  amateur  boxing  show,  and  there  was 
the  face  of  Joe  Martin,  working  in  the  comer  with  one  of  his  boys. 
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I  nudged  my  mother.  “Bird,  that’s  the  man  I  told  about  the 
bicycle.  He  wants  me  to  come  and  box.  Where’s  that  applica¬ 
tion?” 

She  had  taken  the  paper  out  of  my  pocket  when  she  washed 
my  clothes,  but  now  she  went  and  got  it.  “You  want  to  be  a 
boxer?”  She  was  serious. 

“I  want  to  be  a  boxer,”  I  said. 

“How  you  going  to  get  down  there?  It’s  a  long  way  off.  Your 
bike  is  gone.  There’s  no  car  fare  for  that.” 

“Oh,  I’ll  borrow  somebody’s  bike,”  I  said.  “And  I  don’t  have 
nothin’  else  to  do.” 

I  remember  my  father  looked  uncertain.  Then  someone 
outside  opened  the  door  and  yelled,  “Johnny  Willis’s  out  here 
waiting  for  Cassius.” 

That  decided  it.  “Well,  boxing  is  better  than  running 
around  with  Willis  and  that  gang,”  my  father  said.  “Anything 
will  beat  that.  Let  him  go.” 

When  I  got  to  the  gym,  I  was  so  eager  I  jumped  into  the  ring 
with  some  older  boxer  and  began  throwing  wild  punches.  In  a 
minute  my  nose  started  bleeding.  My  mouth  was  hurt.  My  head 
was  dizzy.  Finally  someone  pulled  me  out  of  the  ring. 

At  that  moment  I  was  thinking  I  would  be  better  off  in  the 
streets,  but  a  slim  welterweight  came  up  and  put  his  arms 
around  my  shoulders  saying,  “You’ll  be  all  right.  Just  don’t  box 
those  older  fellows  first.  Box  the  fellows  who  are  new,  like  you. 
Get  someone  to  teach  you  how  to  do  it.” 

But  there  was  hardly  anybody  to  teach  me  anything.  Martin 
knew  a  little.  He  could  show  me  how  to  place  my  feet  and  how 
to  throw  a  right  cross,  but  he  knew  very  little  else.  I  was  fight¬ 
ing  like  a  girl,  throwing  wild,  loopy  punches.  But  something 
was  driving  me  and  I  kept  fighting  and  I  kept  training.  And 
although  I  still  roamed  the  streets  with  the  gang,  I  kept  coming 
back  to  the  gym. 
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“I  had  arrived  at  that  difficult  and  unattractive  age  of  adoles¬ 
cence,  conforming  to  the  teenage  pattern.  I  was  a  worshipper  of 
the  foolhardy  and  the  melodramatic,  a  dreamer  and  a  moper,  rag¬ 
ing  at  life  and  loving  it,  a  mind  in  a  chrysalis  yet  erupting  with 
sudden  bursts  of  maturity.” 

— Charles  Chaplin,  My  Autobiography,  1964 
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Thirteen 


“A  Sketch  of  the  Past”  (1940)  by  Virginia  Woolf 
(1882-1941),  English  writer 

This  memoir  fragment  was  given  the  title  “A  Sketch  of  the  Past”  when 
it  first  appeared  in  the  posthumous  collection  of  Woolf’s  writings, 
Moments  of  Being  (1976).  It  had  been  written  thirty  five  years  earlier, 
at  the  beginning  of  the  Second  World  War,  when  Woolf — concerned 
for  her  mental  stability  and  her  life  should  the  Germans  invade — 
decided  to  set  down  some  autobiographical  details  structured  in  the 
manner  of  a  diary  for  posterity.  The  sketch  was  left  unfinished  at  the 
time  of  her  suicide  in  1941.  Bom  Adeline  Virginia  Stephen  in  London, 
Woolf’s  mother  died  when  she  was  thirteen;  she  had  her  first  break¬ 
down  soon  afterwards  and  continued  to  struggle  with  her  mental  equi¬ 
librium  into  adulthood.  She  married  the  writer  and  publisher  Leonard 
Woolf  in  1912  and  three  years  later  published  The  Voyage  Out,  the  first 
of  her  great  and  ground-breaking  novels. 

Many  bright  colours;  many  distinct  sounds;  some  human 
beings,  caricatures;  comic;  several  violent  moments  of 
being,  always  including  a  circle  of  the  scene  which  they  cut  out: 
and  all  surrounded  by  a  vast  space — that  is  a  rough  visual 
description  of  childhood.  This  is  how  I  shape  it;  and  how  I  see 
myself  as  a  child,  roaming  about,  in  that  space  of  time  which 
lasted  from  1882  to  1895.  A  great  hall  I  could  liken  it  to;  with 
windows  letting  in  strange  lights;  and  murmurs  and  spaces  of 
deep  silence.  But  somehow  into  that  picture  must  be  brought, 
too,  the  sense  of  movement  and  change.  Nothing  remained  sta¬ 
ble  long.  One  must  get  the  feeling  of  everything  approaching  and 
then  disappearing,  getting  large,  getting  small,  passing  at  differ¬ 
ent  rates  of  speed  past  the  little  creature;  one  must  get  the  feel¬ 
ing  that  made  her  press  on,  the  little  creature  driven  on  as  she 
was  by  growth  of  her  legs  and  arms,  driven  without  her  being  able 
to  stop  it,  or  to  change  it,  driven  as  a  plant  is  driven  up  out  of  the 
earth,  up  until  the  stalk  grows,  the  leaf  grows,  buds  swell.  That  is 
what  is  indescribable,  that  is  what  makes  all  images  too  static,  for 
no  sooner  has  one  said  this  was  so,  than  it  was  past  and  altered. 
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How  immense  must  be  the  force  of  life  which  turns  a  baby,  who 
can  just  distinguish  a  great  blot  of  blue  and  purple  on  a  black 
background,  into  the  child  who  thirteen  years  later  can  feel  all 
that  I  felt  on  May  5th  1895 — now  almost  exactly  to  a  day,  forty  - 
four  years  ago — when  my  mother  died. 

Lost  in  Translation:  A  Life  in  a  New  Language  (1989)  by 
Eva  Hoffman  (1945-  ),  Polish' American  writer 

Hoffman’s  memoir,  written  in  English,  deals  with  her  experiences  as  a 
Polish  immigrant  girl  in  Canada,  and  then  as  a  young  woman  in  the 
United  States.  She  was  bom  Ewa  Wydra,  in  Cracow,  in  1945  to  Jewish 
parents  who  had  spent  the  Second  World  War  in  hiding  in  the 
Ukraine.  In  1959  the  family  left  for  Vancouver,  after  which  time  their 
daughter  began  to  encounter  the  world  in  two  languages,  a  slow 
process  of  accommodation,  loss,  and  eventual  acceptance.  Hoffman  is 
also  the  author  of  histories,  essays,  journalism,  and  a  novel. 

It  is  April  1959,  I’m  standing  at  the  railing  of  the  Batory’s  upper 
deck,  and  I  feel  that  my  life  is  ending.  I’m  looking  out  at  the 
crowd  that  has  gathered  on  the  shore  to  see  the  ship’s  departure 
from  Gdynia — a  crowd  that,  all  of  a  sudden,  is  irrevocably  on  the 
other  side — and  I  want  to  break  out,  run  back,  run  toward  the 
familiar  excitement,  the  waving  hands,  the  exclamations.  We 
can’t  be  leaving  all  this  behind — but  we  are.  I  am  thirteen  years 
old,  and  we  are  emigrating.  It’s  a  notion  of  such  crushing,  defini¬ 
tive  finality  that  to  me  it  might  as  well  mean  the  end  of  the  world. 

My  sister,  four  years  younger  than  I,  is  clutching  my  hand 
wordlessly;  she  hardly  understands  where  we  are,  or  what  is 
happening  to  us.  My  parents  are  highly  agitated;  they  had  just 
been  put  through  a  body  search  by  the  customs  police,  proba¬ 
bly  as  the  farewell  gesture  of  anti-Jewish  harassment.  Still,  the 
officials  weren’t  clever  enough,  or  suspicious  enough,  to  check 
my  sister  and  me — lucky  for  us,  since  we  are  both  carrying  some 
silverware  we  were  not  allowed  to  take  out  of  Poland  in  large 
pockets  sewn  onto  our  skirts  especially  for  this  purpose,  and 
hidden  under  capacious  sweaters. 

When  the  brass  band  on  the  shore  strikes  up  the  jaunty 
mazurka  rhythms  of  the  Polish  anthem,  I  am  pierced  by  a 
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youthful  sorrow  so  powerful  that  I  suddenly  stop  crying  and  try 
to  hold  still  against  the  pain.  I  desperately  want  time  to  stop,  to 
hold  the  ship  still  with  the  force  of  my  will.  I  am  suffering  my 
first,  severe  attack  of  nostalgia,  or  tessknota— a  word  that  adds 
to  nostalgia  the  tonalities  of  sadness  and  longing.  It  is  a  feeling 
whose  shades  and  degrees  I’m  destined  to  know  intimately,  but 
at  this  hovering  moment,  it  comes  upon  me  like  a  visitation 
from  a  whole  new  geography  of  emotions,  an  annunciation  of 
how  much  an  absence  can  hurt.  Or  a  premonition  of  absence, 
because  at  this  divide,  I’m  filled  to  the  brim  with  what  I’m 
about  to  lose — images  of  Cracow,  which  I  loved  as  one  loves  a 
person,  of  the  sun-baked  villages  where  we  had  taken  summer 
vacations,  of  the  hours  I  spent  poring  over  passages  of  music 
with  my  piano  teacher,  of  conversations  and  escapades  with 
friends.  Looking  ahead,  I  come  across  an  enormous,  cold  blank¬ 
ness — a  darkening,  an  erasure,  of  the  imagination,  as  if  a  cam¬ 
era  eye  has  snapped  shut,  or  as  if  a  heavy  curtain  has  been 
pulled  over  the  future.  Of  the  place  where  we’re  going — 
Canada — I  know  nothing.  There  are  vague  outlines  of  half  a 
continent,  a  sense  of  vast  spaces  and  little  habitation.  When 
my  parents  were  hiding  in  a  branch-covered  forest  bunker  dur¬ 
ing  the  war,  my  father  had  a  book  with  him  called  Canada 
Fragrant  with  Resin  which,  in  his  horrible  confinement,  spoke  to 
him  of  majestic  wilderness,  of  animals  roaming  without  being 
pursued,  of  freedom.  That  is  partly  why  we  are  going  there, 
rather  than  to  Israel,  where  most  of  our  Jewish  friends  have 
gone.  But  to  me  the  word  “Canada”  has  ominous  echoes  of  the 
“Sahara.”  No,  my  mind  rejects  the  idea  of  being  taken  there,  I 
don’t  want  to  be  pried  out  of  my  childhood,  my  pleasures,  my 
safety,  my  hopes  for  becoming  a  pianist.  The  Batory  pulls  away, 
the  foghorn  emits  its  lowing,  shofar  sound,  but  my  being  is 
engaged  in  a  stubborn  refusal  to  move.  My  parents  put  their 
hands  on  my  shoulders  consolingly;  for  a  moment,  they  allow 
themselves  to  acknowledge  that  there’s  pain  in  this  departure, 
much  as  they  wanted  it. 

Many  years  later,  at  a  stylish  party  in  New  York,  I  met  a 
woman  who  told  me  that  she  had  had  an  enchanted  childhood. 
Her  father  was  a  highly  positioned  diplomat  in  an  Asian  coun¬ 
try,  and  she  had  lived  surrounded  by  sumptuous  elegance,  the 
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courtesy  of  servants,  and  the  delicate  advances  of  older  men. 

No  wonder,  she  said,  that  when  this  part  of  her  life  came  to  an 
end,  at  age  thirteen,  she  felt  she  had  been  exiled  from  paradise, 
and  had  been  searching  for  it  ever  since. 

No  wonder.  But  the  wonder  is  what  you  can  make  a  para¬ 
dise  out  of.  I  told  her  I  grew  up  in  a  lumpen  apartment  in 
Cracow,  squeezed  into  three  rudimentary  rooms  with  four  other 
people,  surrounded  by  squabbles,  dark  political  rumblings, 
memories  of  wartime  suffering,  and  daily  struggle  for  existence. 
And  yet,  when  it  came  time  to  leave,  I,  too,  felt  I  was  being 
pushed  out  of  the  happy,  safe  enclosures  of  Eden. 

To  The  Is'Land  (1982)  by  Janet  Frame  (1924-2004),  New 
Zealand  writer 

See  description  on  page  fifty-one. 

Where  in  my  earlier  years  time  had  been  horizontal,  pro¬ 
gressive,  day  after  day,  year  after  year,  with  memories 
being  a  true  personal  history  known  by  dates  and  specific  years, 
or  vertical,  with  events  stacked  one  upon  the  other,  “sacks  on  the 
mill  and  more  on  still,”  the  adolescent  time  now  became  a 
whirlpool,  and  so  the  memories  do  not  arrange  themselves  to  be 
observed  and  written  about,  they  whirl,  propelled  by  a  force 
beneath,  with  different  memories  rising  to  the  surface  at  differ¬ 
ent  times  and  thus  denying  the  existence  of  a  “pure”  autobiogra¬ 
phy  and  confirming,  for  each  moment,  a  separate  story  accumu¬ 
lating  to  a  million  stories,  all  different  and  with  some  memories 
forever  staying  beneath  the  surface.  I  sit  here  at  my  desk,  peering 
into  the  depths  of  the  dance,  for  the  movement  is  dance  with  its 
own  pattern,  neither  good  nor  bad,  but  individual  in  its  own 
right — a  dance  of  dust  or  sunbeams  or  bacteria  or  notes  of  sounds 
or  colors  or  liquids  or  ideas  that  the  writer,  trying  to  write  an 
autobiography,  clings  to  in  one  moment  only. 
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The  Autobiography  of  Bertrand  Russell  (1967-1969)  by 
Bertrand  Russell  (1872-1970),  English  mathematician, 
philosopher,  and  pacifist 

Written  over  a  period  of  years  and  first  published  in  three  volumes, 
Russell’s  memoir  begins  with  his  childhood  and  traces  the  events  of  its 
author’s  long  and  distinguished  lifetime  (as  well  as  many  of  his  sexual 
exploits).  He  was  born  Bertrand  Arthur  William  and  became  the  third 
Earl  Russell  in  1931.  After  attending  Cambridge  University  he 
became  a  conscientious  objector  and  remained  an  advocate  for  peace 
throughout  his  life.  Russell  was  one  of  the  founders  of  analytic  philos¬ 
ophy  and  is  counted  amongst  the  most  influential  mathematicians  of 
the  modem  era. 

My  childhood  was,  on  the  whole,  happy  and  straightforward, 
and  I  felt  affection  for  most  of  the  grown-ups  with  whom  I 
was  brought  in  contact.  I  remember  a  very  definite  change  when 
I  reached  what  in  modem  child  psychology  is  called  the  “latency 
period.”  At  this  stage,  I  began  to  enjoy  using  slang,  pretending  to 
have  no  feelings,  and  being  generally  “manly.”  I  began  to  despise 
my  people,  chiefly  because  of  their  extreme  horror  of  slang  and 
their  absurd  notion  that  it  was  dangerous  to  climb  trees.  So  many 
things  were  forbidden  me  that  I  acquired  the  habit  of  deceit,  in 
which  I  persisted  up  to  the  age  of  twenty-one.  It  became  second 
nature  to  me  to  think  whatever  I  was  doing  had  better  be  kept  to 
myself,  and  I  have  never  quite  overcome  the  impulse  to  conceal¬ 
ment  which  was  thus  generated.  I  still  have  an  impulse  to  hide 
what  I  am  reading  when  anybody  comes  into  the  room,  and  to 
hold  my  tongue  generally  as  to  where  I  have  been,  and  what  I 
have  done.  It  is  only  with  a  certain  effort  of  will  that  I  can  over¬ 
come  this  impulse,  which  was  generated  by  the  years  during 
which  I  had  to  find  my  way  among  a  set  of  foolish  prohibitions. 
The  years  of  adolescence  were  to  me  very  lonely  and  very 
unhappy.  Both  in  the  life  of  the  emotions  and  in  the  life  of  the 
intellect,  I  was  obliged  to  preserve  an  impenetrable  secrecy 
towards  my  people.  My  interests  were  divided  between  sex,  reli¬ 
gion,  and  mathematics.  I  find  the  recollection  of  my  sexual  pre¬ 
occupation  in  adolescence  unpleasant.  I  do  not  like  to  remember 
how  I  felt  in  those  years,  but  I  will  do  my  best  to  relate  things  as 
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they  were  and  not  as  I  could  wish  them  to  have  been.  The  facts 
of  sex  first  became  known  to  me  when  I  was  twelve  years  old, 
through  a  boy  named  Ernest  Logan  who  had  been  one  of  my 
kindergarten  companions  at  an  earlier  age.  He  and  I  slept  in  the 
same  room  one  night,  and  he  explained  the  nature  of  copulation 
and  its  part  in  the  generation  of  children,  illustrating  his  remarks 
by  funny  stories.  I  found  what  he  said  extremely  interesting, 
although  I  had  as  yet  no  physical  response. 

Qood'Bye  to  All  That  (1929)  by  Robert  Graves 
(1895-1985),  English  poet 

Graves’s  autobiography  was  written  to  raise  the  necessary  money  to 
flee  England — the  woman  he  was  in  love  with,  the  American  poet 
Laura  Riding,  had  tried  to  kill  herself  by  jumping  out  of  a  building  and 
was  in  danger  of  being  arrested  for  attempted  suicide  (still  illegal  in 
England  at  the  time).  The  book  was  finished  in  two  months  and 
caused  a  scandal  on  its  publication,  selling  twenty  thousand  copies  in 
a  week.  Good-bye  to  All  That  contains  the  author’s  acidic  descriptions 
of  his  stodgy  upper  middle-class  childhood  in  London,  his  brutal 
schooldays  at  Charterhouse,  and,  most  powerfully,  his  time  as  a  young 
soldier  in  the  trenches  of  the  First  World  War.  Later  in  life,  Graves 
rewrote  the  work,  removing  all  references  to  Riding,  from  whom  he 
had  since  become  estranged. 

From  the  moment  I  arrived  at  the  school  I  suffered  an  oppres¬ 
sion  of  spirit  that  I  hesitate  now  to  recall  in  its  full  intensity. 

It  was  something  like  being  in  that  chilly  cellar  at  Laufzom 
among  the  potatoes,  but  being  a  potato  out  of  a  different  bag 
from  the  rest.  The  school  consisted  of  about  six  hundred  boys. 
The  chief  interests  were  games  and  romantic  friendships. 
School-work  was  despised  by  every  one;  the  scholars,  of  whom 
there  were  about  fifty  in  the  school  at  any  given  time,  were  not 
concentrated  in  a  single  dormitory-house  as  at  Winchester,  but 
divided  among  ten.  They  were  known  as  “pro’s”  and  unless  they 
were  good  at  games  and  willing  to  pretend  that  they  hated  work 
as  much  or  more  than  the  non-scholars,  and  ready  whenever 
called  on  to  help  these  with  their  work,  they  usually  had  a  bad 
time.  I  was  a  scholar  and  really  liked  work,  and  I  was  surprised 
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and  disappointed  at  the  apathy  of  the  class-rooms.  My  first  term 
I  was  left  alone  more  or  less,  it  being  a  school  convention  that 
new  boys  should  be  neither  encouraged  nor  baited.  The  other 
boys  seldom  spoke  to  them  except  to  send  them  on  errands,  or  to 
inform  them  of  breaches  of  school  convention.  But  my  second 
term  the  trouble  began.  There  were  a  number  of  things  that  nat¬ 
urally  made  for  my  unpopularity.  Besides  being  a  scholar  and  not 
outstandingly  good  at  games,  I  was  always  short  of  pocket-money. 
I  could  not  conform  to  the  social  custom  of  treating  my  contem¬ 
poraries  to  food  at  the  school  shop,  and  because  I  could  not  treat 
them  I  could  not  accept  their  treating.  My  clothes  were  all 
wrong;  they  conformed  outwardly  to  the  school  pattern,  but  they 
were  ready-made  and  not  of  the  best  quality  cloth  that  the  other 
boys  all  wore.  Even  so,  I  had  not  been  taught  how  to  make  the 
best  of  them.  Neither  my  mother  nor  my  father  had  any  regard 
for  the  niceties  of  modem  dress,  and  my  elder  brothers  were 
abroad  by  this  time.  The  other  boys  in  my  house,  except  for  five 
scholars,  were  nearly  all  the  sons  of  business  men;  it  was  a  class 
of  whose  interests  and  prejudices  I  knew  nothing,  having  hith¬ 
erto  only  met  boys  of  the  professional  class.  And  I  talked  too 
much  for  their  liking.  A  further  disability  was  that  I  was  as  prud¬ 
ishly  innocent  as  my  mother  had  planned  I  should  be.  I  knew 
nothing  about  simple  sex,  let  alone  the  many  refinements  of  sex 
constantly  referred  to  in  school  conversation.  My  immediate 
reaction  was  one  of  disgust.  I  wanted  to  run  away. 

The  most  unfortunate  disability  of  all  was  that  my  name 
appeared  on  the  school  list  as  “R.  von  R.  Graves.”  I  had  only 
known  hitherto  that  my  second  name  was  Ranke;  the  “von”, 
discovered  on  my  birth  certificate,  was  disconcerting. 
Carthusians  were  secretive  about  their  second  names;  if  these 
were  fancy  ones  they  usually  managed  to  conceal  them.  Ranke, 
without  the  “von”  I  could  no  doubt  have  passed  off  as  mono¬ 
syllabic  and  English,  but  “von  Ranke”  was  glaring.  The  business 
class  to  which  most  of  the  boys  belonged  was  strongly  feeling  at 
this  time  the  threat  and  even  the  necessity  of  a  trade  war; 
“German”  meant  “dirty  German”.  It  meant  “cheap,  shoddy 
goods  competing  with  our  sterling  industries”,  and  it  also 
meant  military  menace,  Prussianism,  sabre-rattling.  There  was 
another  boy  in  my  house  with  a  German  name,  but  English  by 
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birth  and  upbringing.  He  was  treated  much  as  I  was.  On  the 
other  hand  a  French  boy  in  the  house  was  very  popular,  though 
he  was  not  much  good  at  games;  King  Edward  VII  had  done  his 
entente  work  very  thoroughly.  There  was  also  considerable  anti- 
Jewish  feeling  (the  business  prejudice  again)  and  the  legend 
was  put  about  that  I  was  not  only  a  German  but  a  German  Jew. 

Of  course  I  always  maintained  that  I  was  Irish.  This  claim 
was  resented  by  an  Irish  boy  who  had  been  in  the  house  about 
a  year  and  a  half  longer  than  myself.  He  went  out  of  his  way 
to  hurt  me,  not  only  by  physical  acts  of  spite,  like  throwing 
ink  over  my  school-books,  hiding  my  games-clothes,  setting 
on  me  suddenly  from  behind  comers,  pouring  water  over  me 
at  night,  but  by  continually  forcing  his  bawdy  humour  on  my 
prudishness  and  inviting  everybody  to  laugh  at  my  disgust;  he 
also  built  up  a  sort  of  humorous  legend  of  my  hypocrisy  and 
concealed  depravity.  I  came  near  a  nervous  breakdown. 
School  morality  prevented  me  from  informing  the  house-mas¬ 
ter  of  my  troubles.  The  house-monitors  were  supposed  to  keep 
order  and  preserve  the  moral  tone  of  the  house,  but  at  this 
time  they  were  not  the  sort  to  interfere  in  any  case  of  bully¬ 
ing  among  the  juniors.  I  tried  violent  resistance,  but  as  the 
odds  were  always  heavily  against  me  this  merely  encouraged 
the  ragging.  Complete  passive  resistance  would  probably  have 
been  better.  I  only  got  accustomed  to  bawdy-talk  in  my  last 
two  years  at  Charterhouse,  and  it  was  not  until  I  had  been 
some  time  in  the  army  that  I  got  hardened  to  it  and  could 
reply  in  kind  to  insults. 

A  former  headmaster  of  Charterhouse,  an  innocent  man,  is 
reported  to  have  said  at  a  Headmasters’  Conference:  “My  boys 
are  amorous  but  seldom  erotic.”  Few  cases  of  eroticism  indeed 
ever  came  to  his  notice;  there  were  not  more  than  five  or  six 
big  rows  all  the  time  I  was  at  Charterhouse  and  expulsions  were 
rare.  But  the  house-masters  knew  little  about  what  went  on  in 
their  houses;  their  living  quarters  were  removed  from  the  boys.” 
There  was  a  true  distinction  between  “amorousness,”  by  which 
the  headmaster  meant  a  sentimental  falling  in  love  with 
younger  boys,  and  eroticism,  which  was  adolescent  lust.  The 
intimacy,  as  the  newspapers  call  it,  that  frequently  took  place 
was  practically  never  between  an  elder  boy  and  the  object  of 
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his  affection,  for  that  would  have  spoilt  the  romantic  illusion, 
which  was  heterosexually  cast.  It  was  between  boys  of  the  same 
age  who  were  not  in  love,  but  used  each  other  coldly  as  con¬ 
venient  sex-instruments.  So  the  atmosphere  was  always  heavy 
with  romance  of  a  very  conventional  early- Victorian  type,  yet 
complicated  by  cynicism  and  foulness. 

Harpo  Speaks  (1961)  by  Harpo  Marx  (1888-1964), 
American  comedian 

Born  Adolph  Arthur  in  New  York,  the  second  eldest  Marx  Brother 
earned  his  nickname  during  a  card  game,  when  the  dealer  called  him 
“Harpo”  because  he  played  the  harp.  Harpo  was  bullied  at  school  and 
left  at  the  age  of  eight  to  make  his  way  in  the  world,  beginning  to  per¬ 
form  on  the  vaudeville  stage  with  his  brothers  as  a  young  man.  He  was 
inspired  to  stop  speaking  on  stage  after  a  reviewer  noted  that  he 
ruined  his  performance  whenever  he  opened  his  mouth.  Thanks  to 
the  brothers  popularity  on  Broadway,  Harpo  was  introduced  to  New 
York’s  Algonquin  Round  Table  and  became  one  of  their  members. 
The  title  of  his  autobiography,  written  with  Roland  Barber,  is  a 
response  to  those  people  who  assumed  he  was  genuinely  mute. 

School  was  all  wrong.  It  didn’t  teach  anybody  how  to  exist  from 
day  to  day,  which  was  how  the  poor  had  to  live.  School  pre¬ 
pared  you  for  Life — that  thing  in  the  far-off  future — but  not  for 
the  World,  the  thing  you  had  to  face  today,  tonight,  and  when 
you  woke  up  in  the  morning  with  no  idea  of  what  the  new  day 
would  bring. 

When  I  was  a  kid  there  really  was  no  Future.  Struggling 
through  one  twenty-four-hour  span  was  rough  enough  without 
brooding  about  the  next  one.  You  could  laugh  about  the  Past, 
because  you’d  been  lucky  enough  to  survive  it.  But  mainly 
there  was  only  a  Present  to  worry  about. 

Another  complaint  I  had  was  that  school  taught  you  about 
holidays  you  could  never  afford  to  celebrate,  like  Thanksgiving 
and  Christmas.  It  didn’t  teach  you  about  the  real  holidays  like 
St  Patrick’s  Day,  when  you  could  watch  a  parade  for  free,  or 
Election  Day,  when  you  could  make  a  giant  bonfire  in  the  mid¬ 
dle  of  the  street  and  the  cops  wouldn’t  stop  you.  School  didn’t 
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teach  you  what  to  do  when  you  were  stopped  by  an  enemy 
gang — when  to  run,  when  to  stand  your  ground.  School  didn’t 
teach  you  how  to  collect  tennis  balls,  build  a  scooter,  ride  the 
El  trains  and  trolleys,  hitch  onto  delivery  wagons,  own  a  dog, 
go  for  a  swim,  get  a  chunk  of  ice  or  a  piece  of  fruit — all  with¬ 
out  paying  a  cent. 

School  didn’t  teach  you  which  hockshops  would  give  you 
dough  without  asking  where  you  got  your  merchandise,  or  how 
to  shoot  pool  or  bet  on  a  poker  hand  or  where  to  sell  junk  or 
how  to  find  sleeping  room  in  a  bed  with  four  other  brothers. 

School  simply  didn’t  teach  you  how  to  be  poor  and  live 
from  day  to  day.  This  I  had  to  learn  for  myself,  the  best  way  I 
could.  In  the  streets  I  was,  according  to  present-day  standards, 
a  juvenile  delinquent.  But  by  the  East  Side  standards  of  1902, 

I  was  an  honors  student. 

An  Autobiography :  The  Story  of  My  Experiments  with 
Truth  (1927-1929)  by  Mahatma  Gandhi  (1869-1948), 
Indian  leader  and  pacifist 

When  Mohandas  Karamchand  Gandhi  began  work  on  his  autobiog¬ 
raphy,  he  was  fifty-six  years  old  and  had  recently  finished  serving  three 
years  in  prison  for  his  opposition  to  British  rule  in  India.  The  struggle 
for  independence  was  still  in  progress  at  the  time  of  writing  and  the 
book  contains  fascinating  insights  into  the  moral  and  spiritual 
integrity  informing  Gandhi  every  action,  whether  public  or  private,  as 
well  as  descriptions  of  some  of  his  youthful  lapses.  Twenty  years  after 
the  autobiography  was  published,  in  1947,  India  secured  its  independ¬ 
ence.  Gandhi — or  Mahatma,  meaning  “great  soul,”  a  name  that  had 
been  given  him  by  the  Indian  people  and  that  he  never  personally 
adopted — was  assassinated  by  a  Hindu  radical  in  1948. 

A  relative  and  I  became  fond  of  smoking.  Not  that  we  saw 
any  good  in  smoking,  or  were  enamoured  of  the  smell  of  a 
cigarette.  We  simply  imagined  a  sort  of  pleasure  in  emitting 
clouds  of  smoke  from  our  mouths.  My  uncle  had  the  habit,  and 
when  we  saw  him  smoking,  we  thought  we  should  copy  his 
example.  But  we  had  no  money.  So  we  began  pilfering  stumps  of 
cigarettes  thrown  away  by  my  uncle. 
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The  stumps,  however,  were  not  always  available,  and  could 
not  emit  much  smoke  either.  So  we  began  to  steal  coppers  from 
the  servant’s  pocket  money  in  order  to  purchase  Indian  ciga¬ 
rettes.  But  the  question  was  where  to  keep  them.  We  could  not 
of  course  smoke  in  the  presence  of  elders.  We  managed  some¬ 
how  for  a  few  weeks  on  these  stolen  coppers.  In  the  meantime 
we  heard  that  the  stalks  of  a  certain  plant  were  porous  and 
could  be  smoked  like  cigarettes.  We  got  them  and  began  this 
kind  of  smoking. 

But  we  were  far  from  being  satisfied  with  such  things  as 
these.  Our  want  of  independence  began  to  smart.  It  was 
unbearable  that  we  should  be  unable  to  do  anything  without 
the  elders’  permission.  At  last,  in  sheer  disgust,  we  decided  to 
commit  suicide! 

But  how  were  we  to  do  it?  From  where  were  we  to  get  the 
poison?  We  heard  that  Dhatura  seeds  were  an  effective  poison. 
Off  we  went  to  the  jungle  in  search  of  these  seeds,  and  got 
them.  Evening  was  thought  to  be  the  auspicious  hour  .  .  .  But 
our  courage  failed  us.  Supposing  we  were  not  instantly  killed? 
And  what  was  the  good  of  killing  ourselves?  Why  not  rather 
put  up  with  the  lack  of  independence?  But  we  swallowed  two 
or  three  seeds  nevertheless.  We  dared  not  take  more  .  .  . 

I  realized  that  it  was  not  as  easy  to  commit  suicide  as  to  con¬ 
template  it.  And  since  then,  whenever  I  have  heard  of  some¬ 
one  threatening  to  commit  suicide,  it  has  had  little  or  no  effect 
on  me. 

The  thought  of  suicide  ultimately  resulted  in  both  of  us  bid¬ 
ding  goodbye  to  the  habit  of  smoking  stumps  of  cigarettes  and 
of  stealing  the  servant’s  coppers  for  the  purpose  of  smoking. 

Ever  since  I  have  been  grown  up,  I  have  never  desired  to 
smoke  and  have  always  regarded  the  habit  of  smoking  as  bar¬ 
barous,  dirty  and  harmful.  I  have  never  understood  why  there  is 
such  a  rage  for  smoking  throughout  the  world.  I  cannot  bear  to 
travel  in  a  compartment  full  of  people  smoking.  I  become  choked. 
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My  Apprenticeship  (1916)  by  Maxim  Gorky  (1868-1936), 
Russian  writer 

The  second  volume  in  Gorky’s  autobiographical  trilogy  and  the  sequel 
to  My  Childhood  sees  him  scraping  a  living  by  working  odd  jobs  after 
his  mother  died  and  he  left  the  home  of  his  grandparents.  He  gets 
work  on  the  river  boats  of  the  Volga,  in  a  bakery,  and  becomes  an 
architect’s  apprentice,  but  often  without  money  and  near  to  starving. 
A  final  volume,  My  Universities  (1923,  not  excerpted  here),  deals  with 
his  failure  to  get  into  Kazan  University,  and  his  self-education  there¬ 
after  as  well  as  the  author’s  attempted  suicide  at  the  age  of  nineteen — 
he  shot  himself  in  the  chest,  but  survived.  Gorky  went  on  to  become 
the  preeminent  novelist  of  the  early  Soviet  period.  He  died  suddenly 
at  the  age  of  sixty-eight,  possibly  killed  on  Joseph  Stalin’s  orders. 

A  11  the  same  I  did  run  away  in  the  spring.  One  morning  I  was 
1  Vsent  to  buy  some  sugar  and  tea.  The  shopkeeper,  who  was 
having  a  row  with  his  wife  at  the  time,  did  not  take  any  notice 
of  me  when  I  entered  and  he  hit  her  over  the  head  with  a  weight 
from  a  pair  of  scales.  She  ran  out  into  the  street  and  collapsed.  A 
crowd  gathered  immediately  and  the  woman  was  taken  to  hospi¬ 
tal  in  a  four-wheeled  cab.  I  ran  after  the  driver  and  before  I  knew 
where  I  was  I  found  myself  on  the  banks  of  the  Volga — with  a 
twenty-kopek  piece  in  my  hand.  The  spring  day  was  bright  and 
radiant,  and  the  Volga  was  in  full  flood.  Everything  around  me 
was  animated,  spacious — and  it  seemed  that  up  to  then  I  had 
been  living  like  a  mouse  in  a  cellar.  So  I  decided  not  to  go  back 
to  my  master  and  mistress,  nor  to  Grandmother  at  Kuna  vino  .  .  . 

For  two  or  three  days  I  wandered  around  the  quays,  scroung¬ 
ing  food  from  kindhearted  porters  with  whom  I  spent  the 
nights.  After  not  very  long  one  of  them  said: 

“You’re  wasting  your  time  round  here!  Go  to  the  steamship 
Dobry,  they  need  a  washer-up.”  So  I  went.  A  tall,  bearded  stew¬ 
ard  in  a  black  silk  peakless  cap  peered  at  me  through  his  spec¬ 
tacles  with  dull  eyes  and  said  softly: 

“The  pay’s  two  roubles  a  month.  Where’s  your  passport?” 

I  said  that  I  did  not  have  one  so  the  steward  thought  for  a 
moment  and  said:  “Fetch  your  mother.”  I  rushed  back  to 
Grandmother  who  approved  of  my  trying  to  get  a  job  and  per- 
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suaded  Grandfather  to  go  down  to  the  labour  exchange  and  get 
me  a  passport  while  she  accompanied  me  back  to  the  ship. 

“Fine,”  the  steward  said  as  he  looked  us  over.  “Let’s  go.” 

He  took  me  astern  where  an  enormous  cook  in  a  white 
jacket  and  hat  was  sitting  at  a  table  sipping  tea  and  puffing 
away  at  a  thick  cigarette.  The  steward  pushed  me  over  to  him 
and  announced: 

“The  new  dish-washer.” 

Then  he  immediately  left  us. 

The  cook  snorted,  his  black  whiskers  bristled  and  he 
shouted  after  the  steward:  “You’d  take  on  any  street  urchin,  as 
long  as  it’s  cheap  labour.” 

He  angrily  shook  his  head  with  its  short  black  hair,  opened 
his  eyes  wide,  stiffened  up,  puffed  himself  out  and  shouted  in  a 
loud  voice: 

“And  who  are  you?” 

I  took  a  great  dislike  to  that  man.  Although  he  was  dressed 
in  white,  to  me  he  seemed  filthy.  A  kind  of  wool  grew  on  his 
fingers  and  hair  stuck  out  of  his  big  ears. 

“I’m  hungry,”  I  said. 

He  winked  and  suddenly  his  fierce  expression  changed  into  a 
broad  smile.  His  chubby,  flushed- looking  cheeks  rippled  in  waves 
down  to  his  ears,  revealing  large,  horsy  teeth,  and  his  whiskers 
gently  drooped.  He  looked  just  like  a  fat,  kindly  old  peasant 
woman.  He  threw  what  was  left  of  his  tea  overboard  and  poured 
a  fresh  cup.  Then  he  pushed  a  whole  French  roll  and  a  large  slice 
of  sausage  over  to  me. 

“Tuck  in!  Got  a  mother  and  a  father?  Know  how  to  steal? 
Well,  don’t  worry,  we’re  all  thieves  here,  so  we’ll  teach  you!” 

He  sounded  just  like  a  dog  barking.  His  enormous  face, 
which  was  shaved  until  it  was  blue,  had  thick  networks  of  red 
veins  around  the  puffy,  purple  nose  which  drooped  down 
over  his  whiskers.  His  lower  lip  hung  heavily,  as  if  in  disgust, 
and  a  lighted  cigarette  stuck  to  the  corner  of  his  mouth. 
Obviously  he  had  just  had  a  bath,  as  he  smelled  of  birch 
branches,  and  pepper  brandy,  and  heavy  beads  of  sweat  glis¬ 
tened  on  his  temples  and  neck. 

When  I  had  drunk  my  tea  he  shoved  over  a  one-rouble 
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“Go  and  buy  yourself  two  aprons  with  stomachers.  No,  wait, 
I’ll  go  and  get  them  myself.” 

He  straightened  his  cap  and  went  off,  swaying  heavily  to 
and  fro,  feeling  the  deck  with  his  feet — just  like  a  bear. 

It  was  night-time  now.  The  moon  shone  brightly,  sailing 
away  from  the  port  side  of  the  ship  into  the  meadows.  The  old 
reddish  steamboat  which  had  a  white  stripe  on  its  funnel 
moved  slowly  and  slapped  its  paddles  unevenly  in  the  silvery 
water.  Dark  banks  seemed  to  be  gently  swimming  towards  it 
and  threw  shadows  over  the  river.  Along  their  ridges  I  could 
make  out  the  red  lights  of  cottage  windows.  In  one  of  the  vil¬ 
lages  they  were  singing,  girls  were  dancing,  and  the  refrain  ai 
lyuli  sounded  like  “hallelujah”  to  me. 

Our  ship  was  towing  a  barge,  which  was  painted  dirty  red  as 
well,  and  it  moved  behind  us  at  the  end  of  a  long  cable.  Its  deck 
was  covered  by  an  iron  cage  full  of  convicts  sentenced  to  penal 
colonies  or  hard  labour.  A  sentry’s  bayonet  shone  on  the  bows 
like  a  candle,  and  the  tiny  stars  in  the  blue  sky  glinted  like  can¬ 
dles  as  well.  No  noise  came  from  the  barge  and  it  was  brightly 
illuminated  by  the  moon.  Behind  metal  bars  I  could  see  dim, 
round  grey  figures — these  were  convicts  looking  at  the  Volga. 
The  water  sobbed  and  seemed  to  be  crying,  and  then  quietly 
laughing.  Everything  around  me  reminded  me  of  a  church; 
there  was  that  same  strong  smell  of  burning  oil. 

As  I  looked  at  the  barge  I  recalled  my  early  childhood,  that 
journey  from  Astrakhan  to  Nizhny-Novgorod,  Mother’s 
expressionless  face,  and  Grandmother,  who  had  brought  me 
out  into  the  world  of  people,  which  was  full  of  fascination 
despite  its  harshness.  But  particularly  when  I  recalled 
Grandmother,  everything  nasty  and  offensive  vanished,  and 
changed  into  something  more  interesting  and  pleasant,  and 
everyone  became  better  and  kinder. 

The  beauty  of  the  night  brought  me  near  to  tears,  and  that 
barge  made  a  deep  impression  on  me.  In  the  brooding  silence 
of  that  warm  night  it  looked  like  a  coffin  and  seemed  com¬ 
pletely  out  of  place  in  that  broad  expanse  of  water  in  full  flood. 
The  uneven  line  of  the  bank  always  rising  and  falling  had  a 
pleasant,  stimulating  effect  on  me,  and  made  me  want  to  be 
kind  to  people  and  to  feel  needed  by  them. 
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There  was  nothing  special  about  the  passengers  however — 
young  and  old,  men  and  women,  they  all  looked  exactly  the 
same.  The  ship  moved  very  slowly  (businessmen  used  to  travel 
then  by  mailboat)  and  the  people  round  me  were  gentle  and 
easy-going.  From  morning  until  night  they  ate  and  drank  and 
made  all  the  crockery,  all  the  knives  and  forks  dirty;  it  was  my 
job  to  wash  and  polish  then,  and  this  kept  me  busy  from  six  in 
the  morning  right  up  to  midnight. 

Six  Records  of  a  Floating  Life  (1809)  by  Shen  Fu 
(1763-after  1809),  Chinese  civil  servant,  painter,  and 
writer 

The  excerpt  above  is  from  the  first  “record”  in  this  classic  work  of 
Chinese  memoir.  Called  “The  Joys  of  the  Wedding  Chamber,”  it 
describes  Shen  Fu’s  marriage  to  his  cousin,  Yiin,  at  the  age  of  thirteen. 
In  the  next  record,  “Pleasures  of  Leisure,”  Shen  Fu  writes  about  his 
favorite  past-times,  which  include  working  in  his  garden  and  discussing 
poetry  and  painting  with  friends.  The  third  record,  “The  Sorrows  of 
Misfortune,”  covers  the  period  of  Yiin’s  illness  and  death.  “The 
Delights  of  Roaming  Afar”  deals  with  his  travels  after  his  wife’s  death 
working  as  a  government  clerk.  Although  only  four  of  the  six  records 
have  survived,  they  form  a  lasting  testament  to  Shen  Fu’s  love  for  Yiin. 

When  I  was  thirteen,  my  mother  took  me  along  on  a  visit  to 
her  relatives.  That  was  the  first  time  I  met  my  cousin  Yiin, 
and  we  two  children  got  on  well  together.  I  had  a  chance  to  see 
her  poems  that  day,  and  though  I  sighed  at  her  brilliance  I  pri¬ 
vately  feared  she  was  too  sensitive  to  be  completely  happy  in  life. 
Still,  I  could  not  forget  her,  and  I  remember  saying  to  my  mother, 

“If  you  are  going  to  choose  a  wife  for  me,  I  will  marry  no  other 
than  Yiin.” 

Mother  also  loved  her  gentleness,  so  she  was  quick  to 
arrange  our  engagement,  sealing  the  match  by  giving  Yiin  a 
gold  ring  from  her  own  finger.  This  was  in  the  thirty-ninth  year 
of  the  reign  of  the  Emperor  Chien  Lung,  on  the  sixteenth  day 
of  the  seventh  month. 

That  winter  mother  took  me  to  their  home  once  again,  for 
the  marriage  of  Yiin’s  cousin.  Yiin  and  I  were  bom  in  the  same 
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year,  but  because  she  was  ten  months  older  than  I,  I  had  always 
called  her  “elder  sister,”  while  she  called  me  “younger  brother.” 

We  continued  to  call  one  another  by  these  names  even  after  we 
were  engaged. 

At  her  cousin’s  wedding  the  room  was  full  of  beautifully 
dressed  people.  Yiin  alone  wore  a  plain  dress;  only  her  shoes 
were  new.  I  noticed  they  were  skilfully  embroidered,  and  when 
she  told  me  she  had  done  them  herself  I  began  to  appreciate 
that  her  cleverness  lay  not  only  in  her  writing. 

Yiin  had  delicate  shoulders  and  a  stately  neck,  and  her  fig¬ 
ure  was  slim.  Her  brows  arched  over  beautiful,  lively  eyes.  Her 
only  blemish  was  two  slightly  protruding  front  teeth,  the  sign 
of  a  lack  of  good  fortune.  But  her  manner  was  altogether 
charming,  and  she  captivated  all  who  saw  her. 

I  asked  to  see  more  of  her  poems  that  day,  and  found  some 
had  only  one  line,  others  three  or  four,  and  most  were  unfin¬ 
ished.  I  asked  her  why. 

“I  have  done  them  without  a  teacher,”  she  replied,  laugh¬ 
ing.  “I  hope  you,  my  best  friend,  can  be  my  teacher  now  and 
help  me  finish  them.”  Then  as  a  joke  I  wrote  on  her  book,  “The 
Embroidered  Bag  of  Beautiful  Verses.” 

Moab  is  My  Washpot:  An  Autobiography  (1997)  by 
Stephen  Fry  (1957-  ),  English  writer,  comedian,  and  actor 

Fry’s  autobiography  was  written  when  he  was  turning  forty.  It  deals 
with  his  childhood  and  youth,  including  the  pubescent  torments 
experienced  at  his  boarding  school,  Uppingham,  where  he  fell  in  love 
for  the  first  time.  While  still  at  school  Fry  ran  off  with  a  stolen  credit 
card,  was  caught,  and  spent  three  months  in  prison.  After  his  release, 
he  managed  to  secure  a  place  at  Cambridge,  at  which  point  his  auto¬ 
biography  ends.  After  graduating,  Fry  began  his  career  as  a  comedian 
and  actor.  He  has  since  appeared  extensively  in  television,  film,  and 
radio  as  well  as  authoring  novels,  articles,  and  histories.  The  title  of 
his  autobiography  is  a  direct  quotation  from  the  curious  lines  in  Psalm 
60:  “Moab  is  my  washpot;  over  Edom  will  I  cast  out  my  shoe.” 

The  beginning  of  my  second  year  at  Uppingham  saw  me  no 
more  clued  up  about  this  whole  business  of  sex  than  I  ever 
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had  been:  I  probably  had  a  clearer  idea  of  the  terms  and  their 
meanings:  cunnilingus,  urinobibe,  Fallopian  tubes,  epididymis, 
snatch,  pussy,  tit,  jizz  and  clit,  I  knew  the  words  all  right.  But 
then  I  knew  what  a  diminished  seventh  was,  but  it  didn’t  mean 
I  could  play  or  sing.  I  knew  what  a  googly  was  and  I  still  could¬ 
n’t  bowl  a  cricket  ball  without  causing  twenty-one  boys  to  col¬ 
lapse  in  a  heap  of  laughter.  Knowledge  is  not  always  power. 

The  erotic  in  life  did  not  occupy  me  or  engage  my  attention 
much  because  I  was  still  neither  physically  developed  nor  sex¬ 
ually  aware  enough  to  have  that  need  to  “get  my  bloody  rocks 
off’  that  seemed  so  to  exercise  the  other  boys,  passing  their 
Penthouses,  sniggers,  phwors  and  Kleenex  boxes  from  study  to 
study.  Games  and  how  to  avoid  them,  that  was  still  what  mat¬ 
tered  most  to  me.  Sweets  and  where  to  get  them  from,  that  too. 
Sex,  that  could  take  a  powder. 

And  then  .  .  . 

And  then  I  saw  him  and  nothing  was  ever  the  same  again. 

The  sky  was  never  the  same  colour,  the  moon  never  the 
same  shape:  the  air  never  smelt  the  same,  food  never  tasted  the 
same.  Every  word  I  knew  changed  its  meaning,  everything  that 
once  was  stable  and  firm  became  as  insubstantial  as  a  puff  of 
wind,  and  every  puff  of  wind  became  a  solid  thing  I  could  feel 
and  touch. 

This  is  where  language  is  so  far  beyond  music.  The  chord 
that  Max  Steiner  brings  in  when  Bogart  catches  sight  of 
Bergman  in  his  bar  in  Casablanca,  how  can  I  bring  that  into  a 
book  of  black  ink  marks  on  white  paper?  The  swell  and  surge  of 
the  Liebestod  from  Tristan,  Liszt’s  Sonata  in  B  minor — even 
Alfred  Brendel  can”t  conjure  that  up  from  this  keyboard,  this 
alphanumeric  piano  beneath  my  fingers.  Maybe,  because  some¬ 
times  pop  music  can  hit  the  mark  as  well  as  anything  else,  I 
could  write  you  out  a  playlist.  We  would  start  with  The 
Monkees: 

And  then  I  saw  her  face,  and  now  Pm  a  believer 

Naaah  .  .  .  it’s  no  use. 

There’s  nothing  for  it  but  old  words  and  cold  print.  Besides, 
you’ve  been  there  yourself.  You’ve  been  in  love.  Why  am  I  get¬ 
ting  so  hysterical?  Just  about  every  film,  every  book,  every  poem, 
every  song  is  a  love  story.  This  is  not  a  genre  with  which  you  are 
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unfamiliar  even  if  by  some  fluke  (whether  a  cursed  fluke  or  a 
blessed  one  I  would  be  the  last  able  to  decide)  you  have  never 
been  there  yourself. 

Fourteen  <35^ 

Some  Account  of  the  Forepart  of  the  Life  of  Elizabeth 
Ashbridge  (1774)  by  Elizabeth  Ashbridge  (1713-1755), 
Anglo-American  preacher 

Although  Ashbridge  began  to  write  her  Account  in  1746,  it  wouldn’t 
appear  in  print  until  nearly  twenty  years  after  her  death,  preserved  by 
her  third  husband,  Aaron  Ashbridge.  She  was  bom  Elizabeth 
Sampson  in  Cheshire,  England,  and  was  brought  up  by  her  mother 
while  her  father  was  away  at  sea.  When  she  was  fourteen,  Elizabeth 
eloped,  marrying  a  man  who  died  a  few  months  later.  After  leaving 
England  to  stay  with  her  mother’s  relatives  in  Ireland,  she  emigrated 
to  the  American  colonies,  where  she  remarried  twice.  Later  in  life,  she 
became  a  Quaker  and  a  preacher,  despite  her  early  resistance  to  the 
austerities  of  the  faith. 

Thus  my  young  years  were  attended  with  such  like  tender 
desires,  tho’  I  was  sometimes  guilty  of  those  things  incident 
to  children,  but  then  I  always  found  something  in  me  that  made 
me  sorry  for  what  I  did  amiss.  Tdl  I  arrived  at  the  age  of  fourteen 
years,  I  was  as  innocent  as  most  children,  about  which  time  my 
sorrows  began,  and  have  continued  most  part  of  my  life,  through 
my  giving  way  to  a  foolish  passion,  in  setting  my  affections  on  a 
young  man,  who  became  a  suitor  to  me,  without  my  parents’  con¬ 
sent,  till  I  suffered  myself  (I  may  say  with  sorrow  of  heart)  to  be 
carried  off  in  the  night,  and  to  be  married  before  my  parents 
found  me;  altho’  as  soon  as  they  missed  me  all  possible  search  was 
made  after  me,  but  all  in  vain,  till  too  late  to  recover  me. 

This  precipitate  act  plunged  me  into  a  vast  scene  of  sorrow, 
for  I  was  soon  smote  with  remorse  for  thus  leaving  my  parents, 
who  had  a  right  to  have  disposed  of  me,  or  at  least  their  appro¬ 
bation  ought  to  have  been  consulted  in  the  affair,  for  I  was  soon 
chastised  for  my  disobedience.  Divine  Providence  let  me  see 
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my  error,  and  in  five  months  I  was  stripped  of  the  darling  of  my 
soul,  and  left  a  young  and  disconsolate  widow. 

I  had  then  no  home  to  fly  to.  My  father  was  so  displeased 
that  he  would  do  nothing  for  me,  but  my  dear  mother  had  some 
compassion  towards  me,  and  kept  me  amongst  the  neighbours 
for  some  time,  till  by  her  advice  I  went  to  Dublin,  to  a  relation 
of  hers,  in  hopes  that  absence  would  help  to  regain  my  father’s 
affection.  But  he  continued  inflexible  and  would  not  send  for 
me,  and  I  dared  not  to  return  without  his  permission.  This  rela¬ 
tion  with  whom  I  lived  was  one  of  the  people  called  Quakers. 

His  conduct  was  so  different  from  the  manner  of  my  education, 
which  was  in  the  way  of  the  Church  of  England,  that  it  made 
my  situation  disagreeable,  for  tho’  ...  I  had  a  religious  educa¬ 
tion,  yet  I  was  allowed  to  sing  and  dance,  which  my  cousins 
were  against,  and  I  having  a  great  vivacity  in  my  natural  dispo¬ 
sition  could  not  bear  to  give  way  to  the  gloomy  scene  of  sorrow, 
and  conviction  gave  it  the  wrong  effect,  and  made  me  more 
wild  and  airy  than  before,  for  which  I  was  often  reproved.  But 
I  then  thought,  as  a  great  many  do  now,  that  it  was  the  effect 
of  singularity  and  therefore  would  not  be  subject  to  it. 

I  having  at  that  time  a  distant  relation  in  the  west  of 
Ireland,  I  left  Dublin,  and  went  there,  where  I  was  entertained, 
and  what  rendered  me  disagreeable  in  the  former  place  was 
quite  pleasing  to  the  latter.  Between  these  two  relations  I  spent 
three  years  and  two  months.  While  I  was  in  Ireland  I  con¬ 
tracted  an  intimacy  with  a  widow  and  her  daughter,  who  were 
Papists,  with  whom  I  used  to  discourse  about  religion,  they  in 
defence  of  their  faith,  and  I  of  mine;  and  altho’  I  was  then  very 
wild,  it  made  me  very  thoughtful. 

Father  and  Son  (1907)  by  Edmund  Gosse  (1849-1928), 
English  critic  and  poet 

See  description  on  page  forty. 

It  was  in  my  fifteenth  year  that  I  became  again,  this  time 
intelligently,  acquainted  with  Shakespeare.  I  got  hold  of  a 
single  play,  The  Tempest,  in  a  school  edition,  prepared,  I  sup¬ 
pose,  for  one  of  the  university  examinations  which  were  then 
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being  instituted  in  the  provinces.  This  I  read  through  and 
through,  not  disdaining  the  help  of  the  notes,  and  revelling  in 
the  glossary.  I  studied  The  Tempest  as  I  had  hitherto  studied  no 
classic  work,  and  it  filled  my  whole  being  with  music  and 
romance.  This  book  was  my  own  hoarded  possession;  the  rest  of 
Shakespeare’s  works  were  beyond  my  hopes.  But  gradually  I 
contrived  to  borrow  a  volume  here  and  a  volume  there.  I  com¬ 
pleted  The  Merchant  of  Venice,  read  Cymbeline,  Julius  Caesar 
and  Much  Ado;  most  of  the  others,  I  think,  remained  closed  to 
me  for  a  long  time.  But  these  were  enough  to  steep  my  horizon 
with  all  the  colours  of  sunrise.  It  was  due,  no  doubt,  to  my 
bringing  up,  that  the  plays  never  appealed  to  me  as  bounded  by 
the  exigencies  of  a  stage  or  played  by  actors.  The  images  they 
raised  in  my  mind  were  of  real  people  moving  in  the  open  air, 
and  uttering,  in  the  natural  play  of  life,  sentiments  that  were 
clothed  in  the  most  lovely,  and  yet,  as  it  seemed  to  me,  the 
most  obvious  and  the  most  inevitable  language. 

How  I  Qrew  (1987)  by  Mary  McCarthy  (1912-1989), 
American  writer 

Thirty  years  after  writing  Memories  of  a  Catholic  Girlhood,  her  power¬ 
ful  memoir  of  her  orphaned  childhood,  McCarthy  wrote  a  sequel, 
How  I  Grew.  This  second  volume  traces  McCarthy’s  teenage  years  at 
a  Seattle  high  school  until  her  graduation  from  Vassar  at  the  age  of 
twenty-one — including  descriptions  of  the  first  time  she  fell  in  love, 
her  early  attempts  at  writing,  and  her  growing  involvement  in  the 
world  of  books  and  ideas.  After  graduating  she  married  the  first  of  her 
four  husbands,  while  beginning  to  work  as  a  critic  and  editor. 
McCarthy’s  first  of  sixteen  novels  appeared  in  1942.  In  her  memoirs, 
truth  and  authenticity  prove  particularly  important  to  McCarthy,  who 
felt  she  had  lost  primary  access  to  her  past  when  her  parents  died. 

In  my  first  year  at  annie  wright  seminary,  I  lost  my  virginity.  I 
am  not  sure  whether  this  was  an  “educational”  experience  or 
not.  The  act  did  not  lead  to  anything  and  was  not  repeated  for 
two  years.  But  at  least  it  dampened  my  curiosity  about  sex  and  so 
left  my  mind  free  to  think  about  other  things.  Since  in  that  way 
it  was  formative,  I  had  better  tell  about  it. 
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It  took  place  in  a  Marmon  roadster,  in  the  front  seat — 
roadsters  had  no  back  seats,  though  there  was  often  a  rumble, 
outside,  in  the  rear,  where  the  trunk  is  now.  That  day  the  car 
was  parked  off  a  lonely  Seattle  boulevard;  it  was  a  dark  winter 
afternoon,  probably  during  Thanksgiving  vacation,  since  I  was 
home  from  school.  In  my  memory,  it  feels  like  a  Saturday. 
“His”  name  was  Forrest  Crosby;  he  was  a  Phi  Delt,  I  under¬ 
stood,  and  twenty-three  years  old,  a  year  or  so  out  of  the  uni¬ 
versity  and  working  for  his  family’s  business — the  Crosby 
Lines,  which  went  back  and  forth  across  Puget  Sound  to  points 
like  Everett  and  Bremerton.  He  was  medium  short,  sophisti¬ 
cated,  with  bright  blue  eyes  and  crisp  close-cut  ash-blond  curly 
hair,  smart  gray  flannels,  navy-blue  jacket,  and  a  pipe.  He  had 
a  friend,  Windy  Kaufman,  who  was  half-Jewish  and  rode  a 
motorcycle. 

He  believed  I  was  seventeen,  or,  rather,  that  was  what  I  had 
told  him.  Afterwards  I  had  reason  to  think  that  while  I  was 
adding  three  years  to  my  age,  he  was  subtracting  three  from  his. 

So  in  reality  he  was  an  old  man  of  twenty-six.  Probably  we  were 
both  scared  by  what  we  were  doing,  he  for  prudential  reasons 
and  I  because  of  my  ignorance,  which  I  could  not  own  up  to 
while  pretending  to  be  older.  My  main  aim  in  life,  outside  of 
school  (where  I  could  not  hide  the  truth),  was  to  pass  for  at 
least  sixteen  .  .  . 

Of  the  actual  penetration,  I  remember  nothing;  it  was  as  if 
I  had  been  given  chloroform.  How  long  it  lasted,  whether  or 
not  we  were  kissing — everything  but  the  bare  fact  is  gone.  It 
must  have  hurt,  but  I  have  no  memory  of  that  or  of  any  other 
sensations,  perhaps  a  slight  sense  of  being  stuffed.  Yes,  there  is 
also  a  faint  recollection  of  his  instructing  me  to  move,  keep 
step  as  in  dancing,  but  I  am  not  sure  of  that.  What  I  am  sure  of 
is  a  single  dreadful,  dazed  moment  having  to  do  with  the  con¬ 
dom.  No,  Reader,  it  did  not  break. 

The  Life  of  St.  Teresa  of  Avila  by  Herself  (1562-1565)  by  St. 

Teresa  of  Avila  (1515-1582),  Spanish  mystic 

St  Teresa  was  born  Teresa  Sanchez  Cepeda  Davila  y  Ahumada  in 

Avila,  Old  Castile  (now  Spain).  Her  mother  died  when  she  was  thir- 
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teen  and  her  sister  married,  at  which  point  she  was  sent  to  an 
Augustinian  convent.  As  a  young  woman,  she  read  the  letters  of  St 
Jerome  and  decided  to  lead  a  religious  life,  entering  Avila’s  Carmelite 
convent  in  1534-  Frequently  ill,  Teresa  began  to  have  religious  visions 
and  at  the  age  of  forty-seven,  and  under  the  direction  of  her  confes¬ 
sor,  she  began  work  on  the  story  of  her  life.  The  book  was  first  pub¬ 
lished  in  1588,  after  her  death.  She  was  canonized  in  1622. 

I  began  to  wear  finery,  and  to  wish  to  charm  by  my  appearance. 

I  took  great  care  of  my  hands  and  my  hair,  using  perfumes  and 
all  the  vanities  I  could  obtain — and  I  obtained  plenty  of  them,  for 
I  was  very  persistent.  I  had  no  bad  intentions,  for  I  should  never 
have  wished  anyone  to  sin  against  God  because  of  me.  This  exces¬ 
sive  care  for  my  appearance,  together  with  other  practices  which 
I  did  not  think  wicked,  lasted  for  many  years,  and  now  I  see  how 
wrong  they  must  have  been.  I  had  some  cousins,  who  were  the 
only  people  allowed  to  enter  my  father’s  house.  He  was  very  care¬ 
ful  about  this,  and  would  to  God  he  had  been  careful  about  them 
too.  For  I  now  see  the  danger  of  conversation,  at  an  age  when  the 
virtues  should  be  beginning  to  grow,  with  those  who  do  not  recog¬ 
nise  the  vanity  of  the  world,  but  encourage  one  to  give  oneself  up 
to  it.  They  were  about  my  own  age,  or  a  little  older.  We  always 
went  about  together,  and  they  were  very  fond  of  me.  I  kept  con¬ 
versing  with  them  about  everything  that  pleased  them,  and  I 
heard  their  accounts  of  their  affections  and  follies,  which  were 
anything  but  edifying.  What  was  worse,  my  soul  became  exposed 
to  what  has  been  the  cause  of  all  its  troubles. 

If  parents  were  to  ask  me  for  advice,  I  would  tell  them  to 
take  great  care  what  people  their  children  consort  with  at  this 
age.  For  great  harm  comes  of  bad  company,  since  we  are 
inclined  by  nature  to  follow  the  worse  rather  than  the  better. 

So  it  was  with  me.  I  had  a  sister  many  years  older  than  I,  from 
whose  modesty  and  goodness — of  which  she  had  plenty — I 
learnt  nothing,  whereas  from  a  relative  who  often  visited  us  I 
learnt  every  kind  of  evil.  Her  conversation  was  so  frivolous  that 
my  mother  had  tried  her  hardest  to  prevent  her  coming  to  the 
house.  She  seems  to  have  realized  what  harm  this  person  might 
do  me.  But  there  were  so  many  pretexts  for  these  visits  that  my 
mother  was  powerless.  I  loved  the  company  of  this  person.  I 
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often  talked  and  gossiped  with  her,  for  she  helped  me  to  get  all 
the  amusements  I  was  so  fond  of,  and  even  introduced  me  to 
some  others.  She  also  told  me  about  her  friends  and  own  pas¬ 
times.  Until  I  knew  her,  and  I  was  then  a  little  more  than  four¬ 
teen — I  mean  until  we  became  friends  and  she  took  me  into 
her  confidence — I  do  not  believe  that  I  had  ever  turned  away 
from  God  in  mortal  sin,  or  lost  my  fear  of  Him. 


Fourteen  <35^ 


The  Confessions  (1782-1789)  by  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau 
(1712-1778),  French  philosopher 

See  description  on  page  thirty-eight. 

Thus  I  reached  my  sixteenth  year,  anxious,  unhappy  with 
everything  and  with  myself,  with  no  taste  for  my  work,  with¬ 
out  pleasure  common  to  my  age,  devoured  by  desire  for  which  I 
did  not  know  the  object,  crying  for  no  reason,  sighing  without 
knowing  why;  finally,  caressing  my  illusions  tenderly,  for  want  of 
seeing  anything  around  me  that  might  be  as  valuable. 

“An  Interview”  (1900)  by  Claude  Monet  (1840-1926), 
French  painter 

In  1900,  during  the  opening  of  one  of  his  Parisian  exhibitions,  the  great 
painter  Claude  Monet  spoke  at  length  to  the  journalist  Francois 
Thiebault-Sisson.  The  interview  was  printed  in  the  form  of  a  short  auto¬ 
biographical  piece  in  the  French  newspaper  Le  Temps  soon  afterwards.  In 
it,  Monet  describes  his  upbringing  and  early  years.  He  was  bom  in  Paris 
but  moved  when  he  was  five  with  his  family  to  Le  Havre  in  Normandy. 
Here  he  made  his  first  drawings  and  paintings,  much  to  his  bourgeois 
family’s  displeasure.  Monet  went  on  to  study  art,  joining  the  circle  of 
painters  who  had  begun  to  develop  the  style  that  would  later  be  called 
Impressionism. 


I  was  unruly  from  birth;  they  could  never  bend  me  to  a  rule, 
even  when  I  was  a  tiny  baby.  It  was  at  home  that  I  learned  the 


Youth  f-  167 


little  that  I  know.  School  always  had  the  effect  of  a  prison  on  me, 
and  I  could  never  convince  myself  to  stay  there,  even  for  four 
hours  a  day,  when  the  sun  was  inviting,  the  sea  was  so  beautiful 
and  it  felt  so  good  to  run  along  the  cliffs  in  the  fresh  air,  or  to 
paddle  in  the  water. 

Until  I  was  fourteen  or  fifteen,  I  lived,  to  the  great  despair 
of  my  father,  this  rather  irregular  but  very  healthy  life.  In  the 
meantime,  I  had  learned  (as  best  I  could)  my  four  rules  of  arith¬ 
metic,  with  a  touch  of  spelling.  My  studies  were  limited  to  this. 
They  weren’t  too  tiresome,  because  they  were  interspersed  with 
distractions.  I  doodled  in  the  margins  of  my  books,  I  decorated 
the  blue  paper  of  my  exercise  books  with  ultra-fantastic  orna¬ 
ments,  and  I  depicted  there,  in  the  most  disrespectful  way,  the 
face  or  profile  of  my  teachers,  deformed  as  much  as  possible. 

I  quickly  became  very  good  at  this  game.  At  fifteen,  I  was 
known  through  the  whole  of  Le  Havre  as  a  caricaturist.  My  rep¬ 
utation  was  so  well  established  that  people  everywhere  would 
entreat  me  for  a  caricature.  The  sheer  number  of  orders — also 
the  meagre  amount  of  pocket  money  that  my  mother  in  her  gen¬ 
erosity  provided  me  with — caused  me  to  make  a  bold  resolution, 
one  that  of  course  scandalized  my  family:  I  had  people  pay  me  for 
my  portraits.  According  to  the  look  of  a  person,  I  would  charge 
them  ten  or  twenty  francs  per  job,  and  the  scheme  succeeded 
marvellously.  In  a  month  my  clientele  doubled.  I  could  set  the 
standard  price  at  twenty  francs  without  slowing  down  the  orders 
in  any  way.  If  I  had  continued,  I  would  be  a  millionaire  today. 

Thanks  to  the  attention  I  received,  I  soon  became  a  well- 
known  figure  in  the  town.  In  the  storefront  of  the  only  frame 
shop  doing  business  in  Le  Havre,  my  caricatures  were  sprawled 
five  or  six  in  a  row,  insolently,  in  gold  frames,  under  glass,  like 
works  of  high  art,  and  when  I  would  see  curious  onlookers 
pointing  their  fingers  and  gathering  in  admiration  in  front  of 
them,  crying  out — That’s  so  and  so! — I  would  burst  with  pride. 

Harriette  Wilson’s  Memoirs  (1825)  by  Harriette  Wilson 

(1786-1846),  English  courtesan  and  writer 


Bom  Harriette  Dubochet,  Wilson  was  the  most  successful  courtesan  of 
the  Regency  period — her  lovers  included  Lord  Byron,  the  Duke  of 
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Argyll,  and  the  Duke  of  Wellington  amongst  many  others.  At  the  age 
of  thirty-five  Wilson  retired,  moving  to  Paris  where  she  began  work  on 
the  story  of  her  life.  In  an  attempt  to  raise  money  to  support  herself 
and  her  husband,  she  sent  a  letter  to  each  of  her  former  lovers,  inform¬ 
ing  them  that  unless  they  provided  her  with  £200,  she  would  include 
their  names  in  her  book.  When  Wellington  learned  of  Wilson’s 
scheme,  he  supposedly  told  her:  “Publish  and  be  damned!”  Wilson’s 
Memoirs  caused  a  scandal  and  became  an  overnight  best-seller. 

I  shall  not  say  why  and  how  I  became,  at  the  age  of  fifteen,  the 
mistress  of  the  Earl  of  Craven.  Whether  it  was  love,  or  the 
severity  of  my  father,  the  depravity  of  my  own  heart,  or  the  win¬ 
ning  arts  of  the  noble  Lord,  which  induced  me  to  leave  my  pater¬ 
nal  roof  and  place  myself  under  his  protection,  does  not  now 
much  signify:  or  if  it  does,  I  am  not  in  the  humour  to  gratify 
curiosity  in  this  matter. 

I  resided  on  the  Marine  Parade,  at  Brighton;  and  I  remem¬ 
ber  that  Lord  Craven  used  to  draw  cocoa  trees,  and  his  fellows, 
as  he  called  them,  on  the  best  vellum  paper,  for  my  amusement. 
Here  stood  the  enemy,  he  would  say;  and  here,  my  love,  are  my 
fellows:  there  the  cocoa  trees,  etc.  It  was,  in  fact,  a  dead  bore. 

All  these  cocoa  trees  and  fellows,  at  past  eleven  o’  clock  at 
night,  could  have  no  peculiar  interest  for  a  child  like  myself,  so 
lately  in  the  habit  of  retiring  early  to  rest.  One  night,  I  recol¬ 
lect,  I  fell  asleep;  and,  as  I  often  dream,  I  said,  yawning,  and 
half  awake,  “Oh,  Lord!  oh,  Lord!  Craven  has  got  me  into  the 
West  Indies  again.”  In  short,  I  soon  found  that  I  had  made  a 
bad  speculation  by  going  from  my  father  to  Lord  Craven.  I  was 
even  more  afraid  of  the  latter  than  I  had  been  of  the  former; 
not  that  there  was  any  particular  harm  in  the  man,  beyond  his 
cocoa  trees;  but  we  never  suited  nor  understood  each  other. 

I  was  not  depraved  enough  to  determine  immediately  on  a 
new  choice,  and  yet  I  often  thought  about  it.  How,  indeed, 
could  I  do  otherwise,  when  the  Honourable  Frederick  Lamb 
was  my  constant  visitor,  and  talked  to  me  of  nothing  else? 
However,  in  justice  to  myself,  I  must  declare  that  the  idea  of 
the  possibility  of  deceiving  Lord  Craven,  while  I  was  under  his 
roof,  never  once  entered  into  my  head.  Frederick  was  then  very 
handsome;  and  certainly  tried,  with  all  his  soul  and  with  all  his 
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strength,  to  convince  me  that  constancy  to  Lord  Craven  was 
the  greatest  nonsense  in  the  world.  I  firmly  believe  that 
Frederick  Lamb  sincerely  loved  me,  and  deeply  regretted  that 
he  had  no  fortune  to  invite  me  to  share  with  him. 

Lord  Melbourne,  his  father,  was  a  good  man.  Not  one  of 
your  stiff-laced,  moralizing  fathers,  who  preach  chastity  and 
forbearance  to  their  children.  Quite  the  contrary;  he  congratu¬ 
lated  his  son  on  the  lucky  circumstance  of  his  friend  Craven 
having  such  a  fine  girl  with  him.  “No  such  thing,”  answered 
Frederick  Lamb;  “I  am  unsuccessful  there.  Harriette  will  have 
nothing  to  do  with  me.”  “Nonsense!”  rejoined  Melbourne,  in 
great  surprise;  “I  never  heard  anything  half  so  ridiculous  in  all 
my  life.  The  girl  must  be  mad!  She  looks  mad:  I  thought  so  the 
other  day,  when  I  met  her  galloping  about,  with  her  feathers 
blowing  and  her  thick  dark  hair  about  her  ears.” 

“I’ll  speak  to  Harriette  for  you,”  added  his  Lordship,  after  a 
long  pause;  and  then  continued  repeating  to  himself,  in  an 
undertone,  “Not  have  my  son,  indeed!  six  feet  high!  a  fine, 
straight,  handsome,  noble  young  fellow!  I  wonder  what  she 
would  have!” 

In  truth,  I  scarcely  knew  myself;  but  something  I  deter¬ 
mined  on:  so  miserably  tired  was  I  of  Craven,  and  his  cocoa 
trees,  and  his  sailing  boats,  and  his  ugly  cotton  nightcap. 
Surely,  I  would  say,  all  men  do  not  wear  those  shocking  cotton 
nightcaps;  else  all  women’s  illusions  had  been  destroyed  on  the 
first  night  of  the  marriage! 

I  wonder,  thought  I,  what  sort  of  a  nightcap  the  Prince  of 
Wales  wears?  Then  I  went  on  to  wonder  whether  the  Prince  of 
Wales  would  think  me  so  beautiful  as  Frederick  Lamb  did?  Next 
I  reflected  that  Frederick  Lamb  was  younger  than  the  Prince; 
but  then,  again,  a  Prince  of  Wales!!! 

I  was  undecided:  my  heart  began  to  soften.  I  thought  of  my 
dear  mother,  and  wished  I  had  never  left  her.  It  was  too  late,  how¬ 
ever,  now.  My  father  would  not  suffer  me  to  return;  and  as  to  pass¬ 
ing  my  life,  or  any  more  of  it,  with  Craven,  cotton  nightcap  and 
all,  it  was  death!  He  never  once  made  me  laugh  nor  said  anything 
to  please  me. 

Thus,  musing,  I  listlessly  turned  over  my  writing-book,  half 
in  the  humour  to  address  the  Prince  of  Wales.  A  sheet  of  paper, 
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covered  with  Lord  Craven’s  cocoa  trees,  decided  me;  and  I 
wrote  the  following  letter,  which  I  addressed  to  the  Prince. 

Brighton 

I  am  told  that  I  am  very  beautiful,  so,  perhaps,  you  would 
like  to  see  me;  and  I  wish  that,  since  so  many  are  disposed 
to  love  me,  one,  for  in  the  humility  of  my  heart  I  should  be 
quite  satisfied  with  one,  would  be  at  the  pains  to  make  me 
love  him.  In  the  mean  time,  this  is  all  very  dull  work,  Sir, 
and  worse  even  than  being  at  home  with  my  father:  so,  if 
you  pity  me,  and  believe  you  could  make  me  in  love  with 
you,  write  to  me,  and  direct  to  the  post-office  here. 

By  return  of  post,  I  received  an  answer  nearly  to  this  effect: 
I  believe,  from  Colonel  Thomas. 

Miss  Wilson’s  letter  has  been  received  by  the  noble  individ¬ 
ual  to  whom  it  was  addressed.  If  Miss  Wilson  will  come  to 
town,  she  may  have  an  interview,  by  directing  her  letter  as 
before. 

I  answered  this  note  directly,  addressing  my  letter  to  the 
Prince  of  Wales. 

Sir 

To  travel  fifty-two  miles,  this  bad  weather,  merely  to  see  a 
man,  with  only  the  given  number  of  legs,  arms,  fingers, 
etc.,  would,  you  must  admit,  be  madness,  in  a  girl  like 
myself,  surrounded  by  humble  admirers,  who  are  ever  ready 
to  travel  any  distance  for  the  honour  of  kissing  the  tip  of  her 
little  finger;  but  if  you  can  prove  to  me  that  you  are  one  bit 
better  than  any  man  who  may  be  ready  to  attend  my  bid¬ 
ding,  I’ll  e’en  start  for  London  directly.  So,  if  you  can  do 
anything  better,  in  the  way  of  pleasing  a  lady,  than  ordinary 
men,  write  directly:  if  not,  adieu,  Monsieur  le  Prince. 
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The  Blood  Runs  Like  A  River  Through  My  Dreams:  A 
Memoir  (2000)  by  Nasdijj  (1950-  ),  Native  American 
writer 

Nasdijj  was  bom  and  grew  up  in  the  American  south-west,  his  mother 
a  Navajo,  his  father  a  white  cowboy.  His  powerful  first  memoir 
describes  his  relationship  with  his  adopted  son,  who  died  at  the  age  of 
six  from  fetal  alcohol  syndrome.  It  also  recreates  the  harshness  of  the 
author’s  own  early  years,  growing  up  on  a  reservation  and  in  migrant 
camps.  In  his  second  book  of  memoirs,  The  Boy  and  the  Dog  are  Sleeping 
(2003),  Nasdijj  writes  about  his  new  adopted  son,  already  dying  of 
AIDS  when  they  meet.  A  third  volume,  Geronimo’s  Bones,  is  about  the 
author’s  relationship  with  his  brother.  Nasdijj  means  “to  become  again” 
in  the  Athabaskan  language. 

Adults  who  tried  to  figure  us  out  soon  gave  up.  Going  to  the 
moon  would  have  been  a  smoother  ride.  It  was  spring,  and 
Bad  Nell,  Frankie  Descheene,  and  I  were  fifteen.  Fifteen  and 
freaks  of  nature.  Nothing  had  ever  been  invented  that  was  more 
weird  than  the  three  of  us.  Frankie  and  I  were  awkward,  gawky. 
We  thought  our  ruffian  image  might  disguise  us  but  it  never  did. 

It  just  made  authority  look  at  us  all  that  much  harder.  We  were 
like  huge  birds  that  flap  and  squawk  about.  At  least  Bad  Nell  had 
tits  and  this  could  define  her  as  a  woman.  She  could  lead  us 
around  (there  were  no  rings  in  our  noses)  with  her  bracelets  and 
her  magical  amulets. 

She  knew  the  tarot  cards,  too.  We  were  freaks. 

We  did  not  fit  in  with  the  nice  children.  Children  who 
lived  in  nice  houses,  had  telephones  in  their  rooms,  cars  in 
their  garages,  got  good  grades  on  their  report  cards,  took  the 
SAT,  and  at  some  point  could  sit  back  and  let  the  world  come 
to  them. 

No  one  we  knew  took  us  seriously.  No  one  believed  the  things 
that  had  been  done  to  us.  We  were  a  parenthesis  of  some  yet 
unseen  direction  and  not  unlike  the  dandelions  we  sat  among. 

We  could  sit  anywhere  until  twilight.  Even  in  the  snow. 
Adults  would  ask  us  where  we  had  been  and  what  we’d  been 
doing.  We  would  attempt  to  answer  this — losing  ourselves  in 
the  crevice  of  our  words — until  whatever  adult  had  inquired  as 
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to  our  whereabouts  simply  shook  his  head  and  walked  away.  We 
were  a  place  that  lived  within. 

Adults  could  not  have  been  more  baffled  than  we  were  with 
our  demon  misfit  selves.  Onerous  with  such  self-assured  cut¬ 
throat  gristle. 

Our  communication  skills  were  negligible  except  as  they 
got  expressed  among  us  three  and  we  were  forgiving. 

We  didn’t  stumble  all  over  our  words  and  our  feet  when  it 
was  just  the  three  of  us.  We  were  the  demon  misfits  bom  near 
the  boxcar  tracks.  We  were  hypnotized  with  hunger,  with  the 
emptiness  itself,  and  weary  as  the  outer  members  of  the  herd 
that  finally  turn  around  to  face  the  other  way,  gazing  with  our 
thirst  into  the  eyes  of  growling  wolves.  Creatures  of  the  ditch 
bitches.  We  had  not  been  bom  so  much  as  spit  out  like  the  defi¬ 
ance  we  still  wore  as  afterbirth.  Somehow  we  always  managed 
to  find  the  edges  of  the  herd.  We  were  the  stragglers.  It  would 
not  have  been  possible  for  a  nice  white  person  to  be  our  friend. 

I’m  not  sure  that  having  grown  up  makes  it  much  different. 

We  weren’t  like  anyone  we  knew. 

We  didn’t  talk  like  anyone  we  knew. 

We  didn’t  dress  like  anyone  we  knew. 

We  didn’t  want  the  things  other  children  wanted.  Mainly 
what  we  wanted  was  to  be  left  alone. 

All  Rivers  Run  to  the  Sea:  Memoirs  (1994)  by  Elie  Wiesel 
(1928-  ),  Romanian- American  writer  and  humanitarian 

Wiesel’s  Night  was  one  of  the  first  and  most  important  Holocaust  books 
to  appear,  originally  published  in  French  in  1958.  In  his  later  work  of 
autobiography,  All  Rivers  Run  to  the  Sea,  also  written  in  French,  he 
revisits  the  subject  matter  of  Night — his  capture  and  deportation,  and 
his  survival  in  the  concentration  camps  as  a  fifteen-year- old  boy. 
Wiesel  was  born  in  Sighet,  Transylvania  (now  Romania)  to  Jewish  par¬ 
ents  who  were  both  killed  in  the  camps,  along  with  his  sister.  After  his 
release,  Wiesel  lived  in  Paris  before  moving  to  New  York.  In  late  life, 
he  was  involved  in  the  founding  of  the  State  of  Israel,  and  has  held 
positions  at  major  American  universities.  He  continues  to  devote  him¬ 
self  to  memorializing  Holocaust  victims.  In  1996  he  published  the  next 
installment  of  his  autobiography,  And  the  Sea  is  Never  Full. 
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Life  in  the  cattle  cars  was  the  death  of  my  adolescence.  How 
quickly  I  aged.  As  I  child  I  loved  the  unexpected:  a  visitor 
from  afar,  an  unforeseen  event,  a  marriage,  a  storm,  even  a  disas¬ 
ter.  Anything  was  preferable  to  routine.  Now  it  was  just  the 
opposite.  Anything  was  preferable  to  change.  We  clung  to  the 
present,  we  dreaded  the  future. 

Hunger,  thirst,  and  heat,  the  fetid  stench,  the  hysterical 
howling  of  a  woman  gone  mad — we  were  ready  to  endure  it  all, 
to  suffer  it  all.  So  much  so  that  a  “normal,”  structured  social  life 
soon  took  shape  in  the  car.  Families  stayed  together,  sharing 
whatever  came  their  way:  hard-boiled  eggs,  dried  cakes,  or  fruit, 
respecting  strict  rules  about  drinking  water,  allowing  each  mem¬ 
ber  a  turn  near  the  barred  openings  or  at  the  waste  pail  shielded 
by  blankets.  People  adjusted  with  disconcerting  rapidity. 
Morning  and  evening  we  said  our  prayers  together.  I  had  brought 
some  precious  books  along  in  my  pack:  a  commentary  by  Rabbi 
Haim  David  Azoulai  (the  Hida),  the  K’dushat  Levi  of  the 
Berdichever  Rebbe.  I  opened  them  and  tried  hard  to  concen¬ 
trate.  A  phrase  of  the  Zohar,  a  major  work  of  the  Kabala, 
haunted  me:  “When  the  people  of  Israel  set  out  into  exile,  God 
went  with  them.”  And  now?  I  wondered.  How  far  would  God 
follow  us  now? 

On  the  last  day,  when  the  train  stopped  near  the  Auschwitz 
station,  our  premonitions  resurfaced.  A  few  “neighbors” 
devoured  more  than  their  rations,  as  though  sensing  their  days 
were  numbered.  My  mother  kept  entreating  us:  Stay  together  at 
all  costs.  Someone,  I  can’t  remember  who,  asked,  “What  if  we 
can’t?  What  if  they  separate  us?”  My  mother’s  answer:  “Then 
we’ll  meet  again  at  home  as  soon  as  the  war  is  over.” 

Certain  images  of  the  days  and  nights  spent  on  that  train 
invade  my  dreams  even  now:  anticipation  of  danger,  fear  of  the 
dark;  the  screams  of  poor  Mrs.  Schechter,  who,  in  her  delirium, 
saw  flames  in  the  distance;  the  efforts  to  make  her  stop;  the  ter¬ 
ror  in  her  little  boy’s  eyes.  I  recall  every  hour,  every  second. 
How  could  I  forget?  They  were  the  last  hours  I  spent  with  my 
family:  the  murmured  prayers  of  my  grandmother,  whose  eyes 
saw  beyond  this  world;  my  mother’s  gestures,  which  had  never 
been  more  tender;  the  troubled  face  of  my  little  sister,  who 
refused  to  show  her  fear.  Yes,  my  memory  gathered  it  all  in, 
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retained  it  all. 

There  was  sudden  trepidation  that  gripped  us  when,  toward 
midnight,  the  train  lurched  forward  again  after  stopping  for 
several  hours.  I  can  still  hear  the  whistle.  Elsewhere  I  have  told 
of  what  happened  next — or  rather,  I  have  tried  to  tell  it.  But  it 
feels  like  yesterday.  It  feels  like  now.  Through  the  cracks  in  the 
boards  I  see  barbed  wire  stretching  to  infinity.  A  thought  occurs 
to  me:  the  Kabala  is  right,  infinity  exists. 

I  see  myself  sitting  there,  haggard  and  disoriented,  a  shadow 
among  shadows.  I  hear  my  little  sister’s  fitful  breathing.  I  try  to 
conjure  up  my  mother’s  features,  and  my  father’s.  I  need  some¬ 
one  to  reassure  me.  My  heart  thunders  in  deafening  beats. 
Then  there  is  silence,  heavy  and  complete.  Something  was 
about  to  happen,  we  could  feel  it.  Fate  would  at  last  reveal  a 
truth  reserved  exclusively  for  us,  a  primordial  truth,  an  ultimate 
postulate  that  would  annihilate  or  overshadow  all  received 
ideas.  There  was  a  burst  of  noise  and  the  night  was  shattered 
into  a  thousand  pieces.  I  felt  myself  shaken,  pulled  to  my  feet, 
pushed  toward  the  door,  toward  strange  shouting  beings  and 
barking  dogs,  a  swelling  throng  that  would  cover  the  earth. 

“My  Confession”  (1884)  by  Leo  Tolstoy  (1828-1910), 
Russian  writer 

Bom  Count  Leo  Nikolayevich  at  his  family  estate  outside  Moscow, 
Tolstoy  was  orphaned  as  a  boy  and  was  brought  up  by  relatives.  The 
extended  essay  “My  Confession”  was  written  during  the  period  after 
the  publication  of  his  great  novels  War  and  Peace  (1863-1869)  and 
Anna  Karenina  (1875-1877).  At  this  point  in  his  life,  Tolstoy  decided 
to  forgo  fiction-writing  in  favor  of  producing  moral  tracts  that  he 
hoped  would  bring  about  the  complete  transformation  of  the  Russian 
people.  “My  Confession,”  which  tells  the  history  of  his  spiritual  life, 
was  one  of  these,  first  circulated  illegally  in  Russia  in  1882  and  pub¬ 
lished  in  1884- 

The  [religious]  belief  instilled  from  childhood  in  me,  as  in  so 
many  others,  gradually  disappeared,  but  with  this  difference, 
that  as  from  fifteen  years  of  age  I  had  begun  to  read  philosophical 
works,  I  was  conscious  of  my  own  disbelief.  From  the  age  of  sixteen 
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I  ceased  to  pray,  and  ceased,  from  conviction,  to  attend  the  serv¬ 
ices  of  the  church  and  to  fast.  I  no  longer  accepted  the  faith  of  my 
childhood,  but  I  had  a  vague  belief  in  something,  though  I  do  not 
think  I  could  exactly  explain  in  what.  I  believed  in  a  God,  or 
rather,  I  did  not  deny  the  existence  of  God,  but  anything  relating 
to  the  nature  of  that  godhead  I  could  not  have  described;  I  denied 
neither  Christ  nor  His  teaching,  but  in  what  that  teaching  con¬ 
sisted  I  could  not  have  said. 

Now,  when  I  think  over  that  time,  I  see  clearly  that  the 
faith  I  had,  the  only  belief  which,  apart  from  mere  animal 
instinct,  swayed  my  life,  was  a  belief  in  a  possibility  of  per¬ 
fection,  though  what  it  was  in  itself,  or  what  would  be  its 
results,  I  was  unable  to  say.  I  endeavored  to  reach  perfection 
in  intellectual  attainments:  my  studies  were  extended  in 
every  direction  of  which  my  life  afforded  me  a  chance;  I 
strove  to  strengthen  my  will,  forming  for  myself  rules  which 
I  forced  myself  to  follow;  I  did  my  best  to  develop  my  physi¬ 
cal  powers  by  every  exercise  calculated  to  give  strength  and 
agility,  and  by  way  of  accustoming  myself  to  patient 
endurance,  I  subjected  myself  to  many  voluntary  hardships 
and  trials  of  privation.  All  this  I  looked  upon  as  necessary  to 
obtain  the  perfection  at  which  I  aimed.  At  first,  of  course, 
moral  perfection  seemed  to  me  the  main  end,  but  I  soon 
found  myself  contemplating  in  its  stead  an  ideal  of  general 
perfectibility;  in  other  words,  I  wished  to  be  better,  not  in  my 
own  eyes  nor  in  those  of  God,  but  in  the  sight  of  other  men. 
This  feeling  again  soon  ended  in  another — the  desire  to  have 
more  power  than  others,  to  secure  for  myself  a  greater  share 
of  fame,  of  social  distinction,  and  of  wealth. 

The  Confessions  of  St.  Augustine  (397-400)  by  St. 
Augustine  (354-430),  Roman-North  African  bishop 

See  descriptions  on  page  twenty-two  and  page  296. 

I  will  now  call  to  mind  my  past  foulness,  and  the  carnal  corrup¬ 
tions  of  my  soul,  not  because  I  love  them,  but  that  I  may  love 
Thee,  O  my  God.  For  love  of  Thy  love  do  I  it,  recalling,  in  the 
very  bitterness  of  my  remembrance,  my  most  vicious  ways,  that 
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Thou  mayest  grow  sweet  to  me — Thou  sweetness  without  decep¬ 
tion!  Thou  sweetness  happy  and  assured! — and  recollecting 
myself  out  of  that  my  dissipation,  in  which  I  was  tom  to  pieces, 
while,  turned  away  from  Thee  the  One,  I  lost  myself  among 
many  vanities.  For  I  even  longed  in  my  youth  formerly  to  be  sat¬ 
isfied  with  worldly  things,  and  I  dared  to  grow  wild  again  with 
various  and  shadowy  loves;  my  form  consumed  away,  and  I 
became  corrupt  in  Thine  eyes,  pleasing  myself,  and  eager  to 
please  in  the  eyes  of  men. 

But  what  was  it  that  I  delighted  in  save  to  love  and  to  be 
beloved?  But  I  held  it  not  in  moderation,  mind  to  mind,  the 
bright  path  of  friendship,  but  out  of  the  dark  concupiscence  of 
the  flesh  and  the  effervescence  of  youth  exhalations  came  forth 
which  obscured  and  overcast  my  heart,  so  that  I  was  unable  to 
discern  pure  affection  from  unholy  desire.  Both  boiled  confus¬ 
edly  within  me,  and  dragged  away  my  unstable  youth  into  the 
rough  places  of  unchaste  desires,  and  plunged  me  into  a  gulf  of 
infamy.  Thy  anger  had  overshadowed  me,  and  I  knew  it  not.  I 
was  become  deaf  by  the  rattling  of  the  chains  of  my  mortality,  the 
punishment  for  my  soul’s  pride;  and  I  wandered  farther  from 
Thee,  and  Thou  didst  “suffer”  me;  and  I  was  tossed  to  and  fro, 
and  wasted,  and  poured  out,  and  boiled  over  in  my  fornications, 
and  Thou  didst  hold  Thy  peace,  O  Thou  my  tardy  joy!  Thou 
then  didst  hold  Thy  peace,  and  I  wandered  still  farther  from 
Thee,  into  more  and  more  barren  seed-plots  of  sorrows,  with 
proud  dejection  and  restless  lassitude. 

Oh  for  one  to  have  regulated  my  disorder,  and  turned  to  my 
profit  the  fleeting  beauties  of  the  things  around  me,  and  fixed 
a  bound  to  their  sweetness,  so  that  the  tides  of  my  youth  might 
have  spent  themselves  upon  the  conjugal  shore,  if  so  be  they 
could  not  be  tranquillized  and  satisfied  within  the  object  of  a 
family,  as  Thy  law  appoints,  O  Lord — who  thus  formest  the  off¬ 
spring  of  our  death,  being  able  also  with  a  tender  hand  to  blunt 
the  thorns  which  were  excluded  from  Thy  paradise!  For  Thy 
omnipotency  is  not  far  from  us  even  when  we  are  far  from 
Thee,  else  in  truth  ought  I  more  vigilantly  to  have  given  heed 
to  the  voice  from  the  clouds:  “Nevertheless,  such  shall  have 
trouble  in  the  flesh,  but  I  spare  you;”  and,  “It  is  good  for  a  man 
not  to  touch  a  woman;”  and,  “He  that  is  unmarried  careth  for 
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the  things  that  belong  to  the  Lord,  how  he  may  please  the 
Lord;  but  he  that  is  married  careth  for  the  things  that  are  of  the 
world,  how  he  may  please  his  wife.”  I  should,  therefore,  have 
listened  more  attentively  to  these  words,  and,  being  severed 
“for  the  kingdom  of  heaven’s  sake,”  I  would  with  greater  hap¬ 
piness  have  expected  Thy  embraces. 

But  I,  poor  fool,  seethed  as  does  the  sea,  and,  forsaking 
Thee,  followed  the  violent  course  of  my  own  stream,  and 
exceeded  all  Thy  limitations;  nor  did  I  escape  Thy  scourges.  For 
what  mortal  can  do  so?  But  Thou  wert  always  by  me,  mercifully 
angry,  and  dashing  with  the  bitterest  vexations  all  my  illicit 
pleasures,  in  order  that  I  might  seek  pleasures  free  from  vexa¬ 
tion.  But  where  I  could  meet  with  such  except  in  Thee,  O  Lord, 

I  could  not  find — except  in  Thee,  who  teachest  by  sorrow,  and 
woundest  us  to  heal  us,  and  killest  us  that  we  may  not  die  from 
Thee.  Where  was  I,  and  how  far  was  I  exiled  from  the  delights 
of  Thy  house,  in  that  sixteenth  year  of  the  age  of  my  flesh, 
when  the  madness  of  lust — to  the  which  human  shamelessness 
granteth  full  freedom,  although  forbidden  by  Thy  laws — held 
complete  sway  over  me,  and  I  resigned  myself  entirely  to  it? 

The  Life  of  P.  T.  Barnum,  written  by  himself  (1855)  by  P. 
T.  Barnum  (1810-1891),  American  entrepreneur  and 
showman 

Barnum  was  bom  in  Bethel,  Connecticut,  and,  as  he  describes  in  his 
autobiography,  was  left  to  provide  for  his  family  at  the  age  of  fifteen. 
He  worked  as  a  lottery  agent,  then  as  a  newspaper  editor,  and  shop 
owner  before  hearing  about  a  woman  claiming  to  be  the  former  nurse 
of  George  Washington.  Bamum  decided  to  pay  for  exclusive  rights  to 
“exhibit”  her  (she  would  have  to  be  161  years  old  at  that  time  for  the 
claim  to  be  true).  His  career  as  the  “Prince  of  Humbugs”  had  com¬ 
menced.  In  1841,  Barnum  acquired  the  American  Museum  in 
Manhattan  and  proceeded  to  transform  it  into  the  most  successful 
venture  of  its  kind,  exhibiting,  amongst  other  delights,  a  “real”  mer¬ 
maid  from  Fiji.  Later  in  life,  Bamum  helped  create  Barnum  and 
Bailey’s  circus,  “the  greatest  show  on  earth.” 
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My  father  was  brought  to  his  bed  with  a  severe  attack  of  fever 
in  March,  and  departed  this  life,  I  trust  for  a  better  world, 
on  the  seventh  of  September,  1825,  aged  forty-eight  years.  I  was 
then  fifteen  years  of  age.  I  stood  by  his  bedside.  The  world  looked 
dark  indeed,  when  I  realized  that  I  was  forever  deprived  of  my 
paternal  protector!  I  felt  that  I  was  a  poor  inexperienced  boy, 
thrown  out  on  the  wide  world  to  shift  for  myself,  and  a  sense  of 
forlomness  completely  overcame  me.  My  mother  was  left  with 
five  children.  I  was  the  oldest,  and  the  youngest  was  only  seven 
years  of  age.  We  followed  the  remains  of  husband  and  parent  to 
their  resting-place,  and  returned  to  our  desolate  home,  feeling 
that  we  were  forsaken  by  the  world,  and  that  but  little  hope 
existed  for  us  this  side  of  the  grave. 

Administrators  to  the  estate  were  appointed,  and  the  fact 
was  soon  apparent  that  my  father  had  not  succeeded  in  provid¬ 
ing  any  of  this  world”s  goods  for  the  support  of  his  family.  The 
estate  was  declared  insolvent,  and  it  did  not  pay  fifty  cents  upon 
a  dollar.  My  mother,  like  many  widows  before  her,  was  driven 
to  many  straits  to  support  her  little  family,  but  being  industri¬ 
ous,  economical  and  persevering,  she  succeeded  in  a  few  years 
in  redeeming  the  homestead  and  becoming  its  sole  possessor. 
The  few  dollars  which  I  had  accumulated,  I  had  loaned  to  my 
father,  and  held  his  note  therefor,  but  it  was  decided  that  the 
property  of  a  minor  belonged  to  the  father,  and  my  claim  was 
ruled  out.  I  was  subsequently  compelled  to  earn  as  clerk  in  a 
store  the  money  to  pay  for  the  pair  of  shoes  that  were  purchased 
for  me  to  wear  at  my  father’s  funeral.  I  can  truly  say,  therefore, 
that  I  began  the  world  with  nothing,  and  was  barefooted  at 
that. 


Sixteen 


“Dwelling  on  Images”  (1997)  by  Jean  Daniel  (1920-  ), 
French  intellectual  and  journalist 

Daniel  was  bom  in  Blida,  Algeria,  of  Sephardic  origin.  After  graduat¬ 
ing  from  the  Sorbonne  in  Paris,  he  began  his  career  in  journalism, 
founding  the  Caliban  review  in  1947  and  becoming  editor-in-chief  of 
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the  French  newspaper  L’Express  from  1954  to  1964-  In  1964,  he 
founded  the  French  news  magazine  he  Nouvel  Observateur.  He  is  also 
the  author  of  novels,  short  stories  and  essays.  The  above  excerpt  is  from 
the  autobiographical  essay  “Dwelling  on  Images”  contributed  to  An 
Algerian  Childhood:  A  Collection  of  Autobiographical  Narratives  (1997). 
The  “tragedy”  referred  to  in  the  excerpt  is  the  Spanish  Civil  War. 

I  was  sixteen  years  old  and  I  will  let  anyone  say  that  it  is  the 
most  wonderful  age  in  life.  Each  dawn  would  bring  me  its  har¬ 
vest  of  glories.  I  felt  protected  and  I  was  eagerly  reaping  all  forms 
of  the  sensuality  of  existence  and  every  ambition,  too.  I  dreamed 
that  later  on  I  would  dance  like  Fred  Astaire,  would  play  tennis 
like  Borotra,  would  sing  like  Charles  Trenet,  play  the  piano  like 
Artur  Rubinstein,  and,  of  course,  write  like  Tolstoy  or  Malraux. 
When  my  mother  was  sick,  I  would  immediately  become  the 
most  famous  physician  in  the  world.  Until  the  day  when 
Paulette,  our  Spanish  servant,  gnarled,  haughty,  and  dressed  in 
black,  came  to  the  house  to  say,  “My  son  Vincent,  Jean’s  friend, 
has  died  in  Spain.  He  signed  up  without  telling  me.  So  you  will 
not  see  me  anymore.  Not  you,  not  anyone.”  That  was  how,  one 
day,  in  the  full  bliss  of  my  sixteen  years,  tragedy  and  history 
entered  my  life  like  black  suns. 

The  Autobiography  (1771-1778)  by  Benjamin  Franklin 
(1706-1790),  American  statesman,  publisher,  and  inventor 

See  description  on  page  124. 

When  about  sixteen  Years  of  Age  I  happen’d  to  meet  with  a 
Book,  written  by  one  Tryon,  recommending  a  Vegetable 
Diet.  I  determined  to  go  into  it.  My  Brother,  being  yet  unmarried, 
did  not  keep  House,  but  boarded  himself  &  his  Apprentices  in 
another  Family.  My  refusing  to  eat  Flesh  occasioned  an 
Inconveniency,  and  I  was  frequently  chid  for  my  singularity.  I 
made  myself  acquainted  with  Tryon’s  Manner  of  preparing  some 
of  his  Dishes,  such  as  Boiling  Potatoes,  or  Rice,  making  Hasty 
Pudding,  &  a  few  others,  and  then  propos’d  to  my  Brother,  that  if 
he  would  give  me  Weekly  half  the  Money  he  paid  for  my  Board, 

I  would  board  myself.  He  instantly  agreed  to  it,  and  I  presently 
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found  that  I  could  save  half  what  he  paid  me.  This  was  an  addi¬ 
tional  Fund  for  buying  Books.  But  I  had  another  Advantage  in  it. 
My  Brother  and  the  rest  going  from  the  Printing  House  to  their 
Meals,  I  remain’d  there  alone,  and,  dispatching  presently  my  light 
Repast  (which  often  was  no  more  than  a  Bisket  or  a  Slice  of 
Bread,  a  Handful  of  Raisins  or  a  Tart  from  the  Pastry  Cook’s,  and 
a  Glass  of  Water)  had  the  rest  of  the  Time  till  their  Return  for 
Study,  in  which  I  made  the  greater  Progress,  from  that  greater 
Clearness  of  Head  &  quicker  Apprehension  which  usually  attend 
Temperance  in  Eating  &  Drinking. 

The  Secret  Life  of  Salvador  Dali  (1942)  by  Salvador  Dali 
(1904-1989),  Spanish  painter 

See  description  on  page  seventy-two. 

I  was  sixteen.  It  was  at  the  Marist  Brothers’  School  in  Figueras. 

From  our  classrooms  we  went  out  into  the  recreation  yard  by  a 
nearly  vertical  stone  stairway.  One  evening,  for  no  reason  at  all, 

I  got  the  idea  of  flinging  myself  down  from  the  top  of  the  stairs. 

I  was  all  set  to  do  this,  when  at  the  last  moment  fear  held  me 
back.  I  was  haunted  by  the  idea,  however,  secretly  nursing  the 
plan  to  do  it  the  following  day.  And  the  next  day  I  could  in  fact 
no  longer  hold  back,  and  at  the  moment  of  going  down  with  all 
my  classmates  I  made  a  fantastic  leap  into  the  void,  landed  on 
the  stairs,  and  bounced  all  the  way  to  the  bottom.  I  was  violently 
bumped  and  bruised  all  over,  but  an  intense  and  inexplicable  joy 
made  the  pain  entirely  secondary.  The  effect  produced  upon  the 
other  boys  and  the  superiors  who  came  running  to  my  aid  was 
enormous.  Wet  handkerchiefs  were  applied  to  my  head. 

I  was  at  this  time  extremely  timid,  and  the  slightest  attention 
made  me  blush  to  the  ears;  I  spent  my  life  hiding,  and  remained 
solitary.  This  flocking  of  people  around  me  caused  in  me  a  strange 
emotion.  Four  days  later  I  re-enacted  the  same  scene,  but  this 
time  I  threw  myself  from  the  top  of  the  stairway  during  the  sec¬ 
ond  recreation  period,  at  the  moment  when  the  animation  in 
the  yard  was  at  its  height.  I  even  waited  until  the  Brother 
Superior  was  also  outdoors.  The  effect  of  my  fall  was  even 
greater  than  the  first  time:  before  flinging  myself  down  I 
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uttered  a  shrill  scream  so  that  everyone  would  look  at  me.  My 
joy  was  indescribable  and  the  pain  from  the  fall  insignificant. 
This  was  a  definite  encouragement  to  continue,  and  from  time 
to  time  I  repeated  my  fall.  Each  time  I  was  about  to  go  down  the 
stairs  there  was  great  expectation.  Will  he  throw  himself  off,  or 
will  he  not?  What  was  the  pleasure  of  going  down  quietly  and 
normally  when  I  realized  a  hundred  pairs  of  eyes  were  eagerly 
devouring  me? 

I  shall  always  remember  a  certain  rainy  October  evening.  I 
was  about  to  start  down  the  stairs.  The  yard  exhaled  a  strong 
odor  of  damp  earth  mingled  with  the  odor  of  roses;  the  sky,  on 
fire  from  the  setting  sun,  was  massed  with  sublime  clouds  in  the 
form  of  rampant  leopards,  Napoleons  and  caravels,  all  dishev¬ 
elled;  my  upturned  face  was  illuminated  by  the  thousand  lights 
of  apotheosis.  I  descended  the  stairway  step  by  step,  with  a  slow 
deliberation  of  blind  ecstasy  so  moving  that  suddenly  a  great 
silence  fell  upon  the  shouting  whirlwind  in  the  play-yard.  I 
would  not  at  that  moment  have  changed  places  with  a  god. 

The  Education  of  Henry  Adams  (1907)  by  Henry  Adams 
(1838-1918),  American  historian  and  writer 

In  1907,  when  Adams  was  sixty-nine,  he  privately  printed  his  mem¬ 
oirs  which  he  circulated  amongst  friends  and  family.  In  this  classic 
work  of  American  autobiography,  the  author  describes  the  develop¬ 
ment  of  his  sensibility,  from  his  schooldays  through  Harvard  and 
beyond,  as  he  attempts  to  establish  a  philosophy  of  history  for  the 
times.  The  book  is  told  in  the  third  person,  anticipating  the  ironic  and 
embittered  tones  of  American  modernism.  Adams  came  from  a  long 
line  of  eminent  Americans,  including  two  presidents:  John  Adams 
and  John  Quincy  Adams.  His  father,  Charles  Adams,  was  a 
Congressman  and  then  U.S.  ambassador  to  England,  but  Henry  was 
determined  not  to  go  into  the  family  business  becoming  a  professor  of 
history  at  Harvard.  He  went  on  to  publish  histories,  biographies, 
essays,  and  novels. 

If  school  helped,  it  was  only  by  reaction.  The  dislike  of  school 
was  so  strong  as  to  be  a  positive  gain.  The  passionate  hatred  of 
school  methods  was  almost  a  method  in  itself.  Yet  the  day-school 
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of  that  time  was  respectable,  and  the  boy  had  nothing  to  com¬ 
plain  of.  In  fact,  he  never  complained.  He  hated  it  because  he  was 
herded  with  a  crowd  of  other  boys  and  compelled  to  learn  by 
memory  a  quantity  of  things  that  did  not  amuse  him.  His  memory 
was  slow,  and  the  effort  painful.  For  him  to  conceive  that  his 
memory  could  compete  for  school-prizes  with  machines  of  two  or 
three  times  its  power,  was  to  prove  himself  wanting  not  only  in 
memory,  but  flagrantly  in  mind.  He  thought  his  mind  a  good 
enough  machine,  if  it  were  given  time  to  act,  but  it  acted  wrong 
if  hurried.  Schoolmasters  never  gave  time. 

In  any  and  all  its  forms,  the  boy  detested  school,  and  the 
prejudice  became  deeper  with  years.  He  always  reckoned  his 
school-days,  from  ten  to  sixteen  years  old,  as  time  thrown  away. 
Perhaps  his  needs  turned  out  to  be  exceptional,  but  his  exis¬ 
tence  was  exceptional.  Between  1850  and  1900  nearly  every¬ 
one’s  existence  was  exceptional.  For  success  in  the  life  imposed 
on  him  he  needed,  as  afterwards  appeared,  the  facile  use  of  only 
four  tools:  mathematics;  French;  German,  and  Spanish.  With 
these,  he  could  master  in  very  short  time  any  special  branch  of 
inquiry,  and  feel  at  home  in  any  society.  Latin  and  Greek,  he 
could,  with  the  help  of  the  modem  languages,  leam  more  com¬ 
pletely  by  the  intelligent  work  of  six  weeks  than  in  the  six  years 
he  spent  on  them  at  school.  These  four  tools  were  necessary  to 
his  success  in  life,  but  he  never  controlled  any  one  of  them. 

Thus,  at  the  outset,  he  was  condemned  to  failure  more  or 
less  complete  in  the  life  awaiting  him,  but  not  more  so  than  his 
companions.  Indeed,  had  his  father  kept  the  boy  at  home,  and 
given  him  half  an  hour’s  direction  every  day,  he  would  have 
done  more  for  him  than  school  ever  could  do  for  them.  Of 
course,  school-taught  men  and  boys  looked  down  on  home¬ 
bred  boys,  and  rather  prided  themselves  on  their  own  igno¬ 
rance,  but  the  man  of  sixty  can  generally  see  what  he  needed  in 
life,  and  in  Henry  Adams’s  opinion  it  was  not  school. 

Most  school  experience  was  bad.  Boy  associations  at  fifteen 
were  worse  than  none.  Boston  at  that  time  offered  few  healthy 
resources  for  boys  or  men.  The  bar-room  and  billiard-room  were 
more  familiar  than  parents  knew.  As  a  rule  boys  could  skate  and 
swim  and  were  sent  to  dancing-school;  they  played  a  rudimen¬ 
tary  game  of  baseball,  football  and  hockey;  a  few  could  sail  a 
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boat;  still  fewer  had  been  out  with  a  gun  to  shoot  yellow-legs  or 
a  stray  wild  duck;  one  or  two  may  have  learned  something  of 
natural  history  if  they  came  from  the  neighborhood  of  Concord; 
none  could  ride  across  country,  or  knew  what  shooting  with 
dogs  meant.  Sport  as  a  pursuit  was  unknown.  Boat-racing  came 
after  1850.  For  horse-racing,  only  the  trotting-course  existed.  Of 
all  pleasures,  winter-sleighing  was  still  the  gayest  and  most  pop¬ 
ular.  From  none  of  these  amusements  could  the  boy  learn  any¬ 
thing  likely  to  be  of  use  to  him  in  the  world.  Books  remained  as 
in  the  eighteenth  century,  the  source  of  life,  and  as  they  came 
out — Thackeray,  Dickens,  Bulwer,  Tennyson,  Macaulay,  Carlyle 
and  the  rest — they  were  devoured;  but  as  far  as  happiness  went, 
the  happiest  hours  of  the  boy’s  education  were  passed  in  summer 
lying  on  a  musty  heap  of  Congressional  Documents  in  the  old 
farmhouse  at  Quincy,  reading  Quentin  Durward,  Ivanhoe  and 
The  Talisman,  and  raiding  the  garden  at  intervals  for  peaches 
and  pears.  On  the  whole  he  learned  most  then. 

My  Land  and  My  People  (1962)  by  His  Holiness  the  Dalai 
Lama  of  Tibet  (1935-  ),  spiritual  and  political  leader  of  the 
Tibetan  people 

The  fourteenth  Dalai  Lama  of  Tibet  completed  his  autobiography 
when  he  was  just  twenty-seven  years  old  and  living  in  exile  in  India. 
My  Land  and  My  People  tells  the  remarkable  story  of  his  childhood  and 
youth — at  the  age  of  two,  he  was  identified  as  the  reincarnation  of  the 
13th  Dalai  Lama,  an  incarnation  of  the  Buddha  of  Compassion;  at  six¬ 
teen,  he  lead  his  country  against  the  Chinese  invasion  of  Tibet.  Since 
1960  he  has  lived  in  Dharamsala,  India,  the  seat  of  the  Tibetan  gov¬ 
ernment  in  exile,  where  he  continues  to  work  to  preserve  Tibetan 
ways  of  life  and  for  the  non-violent  liberation  of  his  country. 

All  in  all,  it  was  not  an  unhappy  childhood.  The  kindness  of 
my  teachers  will  always  remain  with  me  as  a  memory  I  shall 
cherish.  They  gave  me  the  religious  knowledge  which  has  always 
been  and  will  always  be  my  greatest  comfort  and  inspiration,  and 
they  did  their  best  to  satisfy  what  they  regarded  as  a  healthy 
curiosity  in  other  matters.  But  I  know  that  I  grew  up  with  hardly 
any  knowledge  of  wordly  affairs,  and  it  was  in  that  state,  when  I 
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was  sixteen,  that  I  was  called  upon  to  lead  my  country  against  the 
invasion  of  Communist  China. 

The  Autobiography  of  Margaret  Oliphant  (1864-1894)  by 
Margaret  Oliphant  (1828-1897),  Scottish  writer 

Margaret  Oliphant  Wilson  was  bom  in  Midlothian,  Scotland,  and 
grew  up  in  Scotland  and  England.  She  published  her  first  novel, 
Passages  in  the  Life  of  Margaret  Maitland  at  the  age  of  twenty-one  and 
continued  to  write  for  the  rest  of  her  life,  becoming  one  of  Queen 
Victoria’s  favorite  writers.  Her  oeuvre  includes  more  than  one  hun¬ 
dred  books,  including  novels,  stories,  biographies,  travel  books,  and 
articles.  The  author  died  in  1897,  and  despite  her  wishes  that  her 
autobiography  should  be  for  family  use  only,  it  was  published  two  years 
later,  its  fragments  pieced  into  chronological  order,  and  with  many 
sections  discarded.  It  was  only  in  1990  that  Oliphant’s  Autobiography 
was  published  in  its  entirety. 

When  I  was  sixteen  I  began  to  have — what  shall  I  say? — 
not  lovers  exactly,  except  in  the  singular — but  one  or 
two  people  about  who  revealed  to  me  the  fact  that  I  too  was  like 
the  girls  in  the  poets.  I  recollect  distinctly  the  first  compliment, 
though  not  a  compliment  in  the  ordinary  sense  of  the  word, 
which  gave  me  that  bewildering  happy  sense  of  being  able  to 
touch  somebody  else’s  heart — which  was  half  fun  and  infinitely 
amusing,  yet  something  more.  The  speaker  was  a  young 
Irishman,  one  of  the  young  ministers  that  came  to  our  little 
church,  at  that  time  “vacant.”  He  had  joined  Frank  [my  brother] 
and  me  on  a  walk,  and  when  we  were  passing  and  looking  at  a 
very  pretty  cottage  on  the  slope  of  the  hill  at  Everton,  embow¬ 
ered  in  gardens  and  shrubberies,  he  suddenly  looked  at  me  and 
said,  “It  would  be  Elysium.”  I  laughed  till  I  cried  at  this  speech 
afterwards,  though  at  the  moment  demure  and  startled.  But  the 
little  incident  remains  to  me,  as  so  many  scenes  in  my  early  life 
do,  like  a  picture  suffused  with  a  soft  delightful  light:  the  glow 
in  the  young  man’s  eyes;  the  lowered  tone  and  little  speech 
aside;  the  soft  thrill  of  meaning  which  was  nothing  and  yet 
much.  Perhaps  if  I  were  not  a  novelist  addicted  to  describing 
such  scenes,  I  might  not  remember  it  after — how  long?  Forty- 
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one  years.  What  a  long  time!  I  could  not  have  been  sixteen. 
Then  came  the  episode  of  J.  Y.,  which  was  very  serious  indeed. 
We  were  engaged  on  the  eve  of  his  going  away.  He  was  to  go  to 
America  for  three  years  and  then  return  for  me.  He  was  a  good, 
simple,  pious,  domestic,  kind-hearted  fellow,  fair-haired,  not 
good-looking,  not  ideal  at  all.  He  cannot  have  been  at  all  clever, 
and  I  was  rather.  When  he  went  away  our  correspondence  for 
some  time  was  very  full;  then  I  began  to  find  his  letters  silly,  and 
I  suppose  said  as  much.  Then  there  were  quarrels,  quarrels  with 
the  Atlantic  between,  then  explanations,  and  then  dreadful 
silence.  It  is  amusing  to  look  back  upon,  but  it  was  not  at  all 
amusing  to  me  then.  My  poor  little  heart  was  broken.  I  remem¬ 
ber  another  scene  without  being  able  to  explain  it:  my  mother 
and  myself  walking  home  from  somewhere — I  don’t  know 
where — after  it  was  certain  that  there  was  no  letter,  and  that  all 
was  over.  I  think  it  was  a  winter  night  and  rainy,  and  I  was  lean¬ 
ing  on  her  arm,  and  the  blank  of  the  silence,  and  the  dark  and 
the  separation,  and  the  cutting  off  of  all  the  dreams  that  had 
grown  about  his  name,  came  over  me  and  seemed  to  stop  my 
very  life.  My  poor  little  heart  was  broken.  I  was  a  little  over  sev¬ 
enteen,  I  think. 

These  were  the  only  breaks  in  my  early  life.  We  lived  in  the 
most  singularly  secluded  way.  I  never  was  at  a  dance  till  after 
my  marriage,  never  went  out,  never  saw  anybody  at  home.  Our 
pleasures  were  books  of  all  and  every  kind,  newspapers  and 
magazines,  which  formed  the  staple  of  our  conversation,  as  well 
as  all  our  amusement.  In  the  time  of  my  depression  and  sadness 
my  mother  had  a  bad  illness,  and  I  was  her  nurse,  or  at  least 
attendant.  I  had  to  sit  for  hours  by  the  bedside  and  keep  quiet. 
I  had  no  liking  then  for  needlework,  a  taste  which  developed 
afterwards,  so  I  took  to  writing.  There  was  no  particular  pur¬ 
pose  in  my  beginning  except  this,  to  secure  some  amusement 
and  occupation  for  myself  while  I  sat  by  my  mother’s  bedside.  I 
wrote  a  little  book  in  which  the  chief  character  was  an  angelic 
elder  sister,  unmarried,  who  had  the  charge  of  a  family  of  moth¬ 
erless  brothers  and  sisters,  and  who  had  a  shrine  of  sorrow  in 
her  life  in  the  shape  of  the  portrait  and  memory  of  her  lover 
who  had  died  young.  It  was  all  very  innocent  and  guileless,  and 
my  audience — to  wit,  my  mother  and  brother  Frank — were 
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highly  pleased  with  it  .  .  .  Afterwards  I  wrote  another  very 
much  concerned  with  the  Church  business,  in  which  the  hero¬ 
ine,  I  recollect,  was  a  girl,  who  in  the  beginning  of  the  story  was 
a  sort  of  half-witted  undeveloped  creature,  but  who  ended  by 
being  one  of  those  lofty  poetical  beings  whom  girls  love.  She 
was  called,  I  recollect,  Ibby,  but  why,  I  cannot  explain.  I  had 
the  satisfaction  afterwards,  when  I  came  to  my  full  growth,  of 
burning  the  manuscript,  which  was  a  three-volume  business.  I 
don’t  think  any  effort  was  ever  made  to  get  a  publisher  for  it. 

Bad  Blood,  A  Memoir  (2000)  by  Lorna  Sage  (1943-2001), 

English  academic,  literary  critic,  and  writer 

See  description  on  page  fifty-five 

I  recall  a  flattened  patch  in  the  long  grass  going  to  seed  on  the 
bank  of  the  towpath  along  the  Shropshire  Union  Canal.  It’s  a 
hot,  bright  afternoon  in  summer  .  .  .  and  Vic  and  I  are  semi-hid¬ 
den  from  the  surrounding  fields,  not  from  walkers  on  the  tow- 
path  or  canal  boats,  although  they’re  very  few  and  far  between. 

It’s  not  safe  to  undress,  we’d  be  more  secure  in  the  dark,  but 
what  we’re  doing  isn’t  part  of  the  timetable  for  lovemaking,  it 
doesn’t  count.  We’re  trying  to  get  inside  each  other’s  skins,  but 
without  taking  our  clothes  off,  and  the  parts  that  touch  are 
swaddled  in  stringy  rucked-up  shirts,  jeans,  pants.  There  are  no 
leisurely  caresses,  no  long  looks,  it’s  a  bruising  kind  of  bliss 
mostly  made  of  aches.  Motes  of  pollen  seethe  around  us,  along 
with  a  myriad  of  tiny  moths  and  flies  whose  patch  this  was. 
We’re  dissolving,  eyes  half  shut,  holding  each  other’s  hands  at 
arm’s  length,  crucified  on  each  other,  butting  and  squirming. 
Our  kisses  are  like  mouth-to-mouth  resuscitation — you’d  think 
we  were  dying  it’s  so  urgent,  this  childish  mathematics  of  two 
into  one  won’t  go. 

Spots  of  time.  One  day  when  my  parents  are  out  we’re  lying 
on  the  edge  of  the  old  tennis  lawn  at  Sunnyside,  in  the  weeds,  and 
there’s  a  rapping  on  the  window.  Grandma  peers  out,  too  short¬ 
sighted  to  register  details,  but  she  can  see  that  I’m  horizontal  and 
hugging  a  boy,  that’s  enough.  Rat-tat-tat,  wake  up.  I  opened  my 
eyes  wide  and  looked  at  us,  and  saw  that  my  breasts  and  his  chest 
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were  covered  in  little  worms  of  dirt  rolled  out  of  sweat  and  dust 
by  our  friction.  That  particular  day  sticks  in  my  memory. 

Most  days  in  the  summer  holidays  merge  into  each  other, 
though.  Every  morning  I  sat  in  the  kitchen,  in  a  fireside  chair 
lined  with  old  newspapers  (because  it  was  where  my  father  sat 
in  his  filthy  overalls  to  take  off  his  boots  when  he  came  in  from 
work)  and  I  translated  two  or  three  hundred  lines  of  Virgil’s 
Aeneid,  without  using  a  dictionary,  guessing  at  words  I  didn’t 
know.  Latin  was  still  my  favourite  subject;  despite  Lady  C.  and 
Mrs.  Davies,  it  was  almost  a  kind  of  licensed  laziness  to  sit  there 
scribbling  out  Rome’s  epic  with  old  Daily  Mails  crackling  under 
me.  In  the  afternoons  I  played  tennis  on  Whitchurch  courts 
with  Gail,  or  we  wandered  from  Edward’s  to  coffee  bar  to  milk 
bar,  or  listened  to  records,  or  I  went  for  a  walk  down  the  canal 
with  Vic  to  make  a  nest  in  the  grass.  One  day  Gail  told  me  that 
Vic  had  told  a  friend  who’d  told  his  girlfriend,  who’d  told  her, 
that  we’d  gone  all  the  way  and  that  he  had  a  trophy,  a  smear  or 
spatter  of  blood  on  his  washed-out  jeans,  to  prove  it.  She  was 
shocked  that  something  so  momentous  had  happened  and  I 
hadn’t  confided  in  her.  But  it  hadn’t,  I  protested,  truly,  or  I 
would  have — and  he  and  I  had  an  angry  and  reproachful  con¬ 
versation  about  loyalty,  betrayal  and  boasting,  because  after  all, 
we  hadn’t,  had  we? 

It  was  so  unthinkable  that  when  I  felt  ill,  bloated,  headachy, 
nauseous  and,  oh  yes,  my  period  hadn’t  come,  I  stayed  in  bed  till 
we  called  out  our  new  doctor,  a  pale,  prim  man  in  his  thirties, 
Dr.  Clayton.  After  taking  my  temperature,  asking  about  bowel 
movements  and  looking  at  my  tongue,  he  looked  out  of  the  win¬ 
dow  at  the  copper  beech  tree,  cleared  his  throat  and  asked  could 
I  be — um — pregnant?  No,  I  said,  feeling  hot  suddenly.  No.  He 
recommended  a  urine  test  anyway.  Meanwhile  I  took  aspirins 
for  my  aches,  but  they  didn’t  go  away  and,  although  school  had 
started  and  I’d  finished  Virgil,  I  spent  days  at  home.  On  one  of 
them  Dr  Clayton  turned  up  again,  embarrassed  and  puzzled. 
How  old  was  I?  Sixteen.  He’d  heard  I  was  a  clever  girl,  doing 
well  at  school,  didn’t  we  ever  have  biology  lessons?  I  must  have 
known  what  I  was  up  to  .  .  .  From  his  first  words  and  his  tone, 
which  had  weariness  and  contempt  in  it,  I  knew  it  was  true,  just 
as  absolutely  as  until  that  moment  I  knew  it  couldn’t  be. 
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I’d  been  caught  out,  I  would  have  to  pay.  I  was  in  trouble, 

I’d  have  no  secrets  any  longer,  I’d  be  exposed  as  a  fraud,  my  fate 
wasn’t  my  own,  my  treacherous  body  had  somehow  delivered 
me  into  other  people’s  hands.  Dr.  Clayton  asked  if  he  should 
tell  my  mother,  but  he  wasn’t  really  asking.  I  sat  there  in  my 
new  Sunnyside  bedroom,  everything  falling  into  place  in  my 
aching  head,  thud,  thud,  thud.  My  mother  came  upstairs  and 
opened  the  door,  her  face  red  and  puffed  up  with  outrage,  her 
eyes  blazing  with  tears.  She’ll  tell,  this  time,  no  question.  For  a 
minute  she  says  nothing  and  then  it  come  out  in  a  wail,  What 
have  you  done  to  me?  Over  and  over  again,  I’ve  spoiled  every¬ 
thing,  now  this  house  will  be  a  shameful  place  like  the  vicarage. 

I’ve  soiled  and  insulted  her  with  my  promiscuity,  my  sly,  grubby 
lusts .  .  .  I’ve  done  it  now,  I’ve  made  my  mother  pregnant. 

Memoirs  of  the  Late  Mrs.  Robinson ,  written  by  herself 
(1801)  by  Mary  Darby  Robinson  (c.1758-1800),  English 
actress  and  writer 

As  the  author  describes  in  her  Memoirs,  she  was  married  at  sixteen  to 
a  lawyer,  Thomas  Robinson,  and  their  daughter  was  bom  that  same 
year.  Mary  soon  discovered  her  husband  had  fallen  into  debt  and  so, 
in  an  attempt  to  raise  funds,  she  published  her  first  book  of  poems. 
Despite  her  best  efforts,  Robinson’s  husband  was  thrown  into  a 
debtors’  prison  and  she  dutifully  accompanied  him  there.  After  their 
release,  she  began  to  support  her  family  through  her  acting,  making 
her  debut  in  the  role  of  Juliet  in  1776.  She  continued  to  write 
throughout  her  life,  publishing  poems  and  novels  as  well  as  “A  Letter 
to  the  Women  of  England,  on  the  Injustice  of  Mental  Subordination” 
(1799),  where  she  argued  that  women  should  be  allowed  to  leave  their 
husbands,  as  she  herself  had  done. 

She  was  the  most  beautiful  of  infants!  I  thought  myself  the 
happiest  of  mothers;  her  first  smile  appeared  like  something 
celestial — something  ordained  to  irradiate  my  dark  and  dreary 
prospect  of  existence  .  .  . 

I  seldom  quitted  my  apartment,  and  never  till  the  evening, 
when  for  air  and  exercise  I  walked  on  the  racket-ground  with 
my  husband. 
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It  was  during  one  of  these  night  walks  that  my  little  daugh¬ 
ter  first  blessed  my  ears  with  the  articulation  of  words.  The  cir¬ 
cumstance  made  a  forcible  and  indelible  impression  on  my 
mind.  It  was  a  clear  moonlight  evening;  the  infant  was  in  the 
arms  of  her  nursery  maid;  she  was  dancing  her  up  and  down, 
and  was  playing  with  her;  her  eyes  were  fixed  on  the  moon,  to 
which  she  pointed  with  her  small  forefinger.  On  a  sudden  a 
cloud  passed  over  it,  and  the  child,  with  a  slow  falling  of  her 
hand,  articulately  sighed,  “All  gone!”  This  had  been  a  custom¬ 
ary  expression  with  her  maid,  whenever  the  infant  wanted  any¬ 
thing  which  it  was  deemed  prudent  to  withhold  or  to  hide  from 
her.  These  little  nothings  will  appear  insignificant  to  the  com¬ 
mon  reader,  but  to  the  parent  whose  heart  is  ennobled  by  sen¬ 
sibility  they  will  become  matters  of  important  interest.  I  can 
only  add,  that  I  walked  till  near  midnight,  watching  every 
cloud  that  passed  over  the  moon,  and  as  often,  with  a  rapturous 
sensation,  hearing  my  little  prattler  repeat  her  observation. 

Having  much  leisure  and  many  melancholy  hours,  I  again 
turned  my  thoughts  towards  the  muses.  I  chose  “Captivity”  for 
the  subject  of  my  pen,  and  soon  composed  a  quarto  poem  of 
some  length;  it  was  superior  to  my  former  productions;  but  it 
was  full  of  defects,  replete  with  weak  or  laboured  lines.  I  never 
now  read  my  early  compositions  without  a  suffusion  on  my 
cheek,  which  marks  my  humble  opinion  of  them. 

“Reveries  Over  Childhood  and  Youth”  (1915)  by  W.  B. 
Yeats  (1865-1939),  Irish  poet 

Yeats’s  autobiographical  writings  were  collected  and  published  under 
the  title  Autobiographies  in  1926,  and  as  The  Autobiography  of  William 
Butler  Yeats  in  1938.  The  earliest  of  these,  “Reveries  Over  Childhood 
and  Youth”  (1915),  is  a  description  of  his  younger  years,  in  London 
and  Sligo.  He  was  born  in  Dublin,  the  son  of  the  painter  John  Butler 
Yeats,  and  would  become  the  preeminent  Irish  poet  of  his  times.  “I 
have  changed  nothing  to  my  knowledge,”  Yeats  wrote  in  his  preface 
to  his  autobiographical  writings,  “and  yet  it  must  be  that  I  have 
changed  many  things  without  my  knowledge;  for  I  am  writing  after 
many  years  and  have  consulted  neither  friend  nor  letter,  no  old  news¬ 
paper,  and  describe  what  comes  oftenest  to  my  memory.” 
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The  great  event  of  a  boy’s  life  is  the  awakening  of  sex.  He  will 
bathe  many  times  a  day,  or  get  up  at  dawn  and  having  stripped 
leap  to  and  fro  over  a  stick  laid  upon  two  chairs  and  hardly  know, 
and  never  admit,  that  he  has  begun  to  take  pleasure  in  his  own 
nakedness,  nor  will  he  understand  the  change  until  some  dream 
discovers  it.  He  may  never  understand  at  all  the  greater  change  in 
his  mind. 

It  all  came  upon  me  when  I  was  close  upon  seventeen  like 
the  bursting  of  a  shell.  Somnambulistic  country  girls,  when  it 
is  upon  them,  throw  plates  about  or  pull  them  with  long  hairs 
in  simulation  of  the  poltergeist,  or  become  mediums  for  some 
genuine  spirit-mischief,  surrendering  to  their  desire  of  the 
marvellous.  As  I  look  backward,  I  seem  to  discover  that  my 
passions,  my  loves  and  my  despairs,  instead  of  being  my  ene¬ 
mies,  a  disturbance  and  an  attack,  became  so  beautiful  that  I 
had  to  be  constantly  alone  to  give  them  my  whole  attention.  I 
notice  that  now,  for  the  first  time,  what  I  saw  when  alone  is 
more  vivid  in  my  memory  than  what  I  did  or  saw  in  company. 

A  herd  had  shown  me  a  cave  some  hundred  and  fifty  feet 
below  the  cliff  path  and  a  couple  of  hundred  above  the  sea,  and 
told  me  that  an  evicted  tenant  called  Macrom,  dead  some  fif¬ 
teen  years,  had  lived  there  many  years,  and  shown  me  a  rusty 
nail  in  the  rock  which  had  served  perhaps  to  hold  up  some 
wooden  protection  from  wind  and  weather.  Here  I  stored  a  tin 
of  cocoa  and  some  biscuits,  and  instead  of  going  to  my  bed, 
would  slip  out  on  warm  nights  and  sleep  in  the  cave  on  the 
excuse  of  catching  moths.  One  had  to  pass  over  a  rocky  ledge, 
safe  enough  for  anyone  with  a  fair  head,  yet  seeming,  if  looked 
at  from  above,  narrow  and  sloping;  and  a  remonstrance  from  a 
stranger  who  had  seen  me  climbing  along  it  doubled  my  delight 
in  the  adventure.  When,  however,  upon  a  bank  holiday,  I 
found  lovers  in  my  cave,  I  was  not  content  with  it  again  till  I 
heard  that  the  ghost  of  Macrom  had  been  seen  a  little  before 
dawn,  stooping  over  his  fire  in  the  cave-mouth.  I  had  been  try¬ 
ing  to  cook  eggs,  as  I  had  read  in  some  book,  by  burying  them 
in  the  earth  under  a  fire  of  sticks. 

At  other  times,  I  would  sleep  among  the  rhododendrons  and 
rocks  in  the  wilder  part  of  the  grounds  of  Howth  Castle.  After  a 
while  my  father  said  I  must  stay  indoors  half  the  night,  meaning 
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that  I  should  get  some  sleep  in  my  bed;  but  I,  knowing  that  I 
would  be  too  sleepy  and  comfortable  to  get  up  again,  used  to  sit 
over  the  kitchen  fire  till  half  the  night  was  gone.  Exaggerated 
accounts  spread  through  the  school,  and  sometimes  when  I  did 
not  know  a  lesson  some  master  would  banter  me  about  the  way 
my  nights  were  spent. 

“Specimen  Days”  (1882)  by  Walt  Whitman  (1819-1892), 
American  poet 

See  description  on  page  120. 

I  develop’d  (1833-4-5)  into  a  healthy,  strong  youth  (grew  too 
fast,  though,  was  nearly  big  as  a  man  at  fifteen  or  sixteen).  Our 
family  at  this  period  moved  back  to  the  country,  my  dear  mother 
very  ill  for  a  long  time,  but  recover’d.  All  these  years  I  was  down 
Long  Island  more  or  less  every  summer,  now  east,  now  west, 
sometimes  months  at  a  stretch.  At  sixteen,  seventeen,  and  so  on, 
was  fond  of  debating  societies,  and  had  an  active  membership 
with  them,  off  and  on,  in  Brooklyn  and  one  or  two  country  towns 
on  the  island.  A  most  omnivorous  novel-reader,  these  and  later 
years,  devour’d  everything  I  could  get.  Fond  of  the  theatre,  also, 
in  New  York,  went  whenever  I  could — sometimes  witnessing 
fine  performances. 

1836-7,  work’d  as  compositor  in  printing  offices  in  New  York 
city.  Then,  when  little  more  than  eighteen,  and  for  a  while  after¬ 
wards,  went  to  teaching  country  schools  down  in  Queens  and 
Suffolk  counties,  Long  Island,  and  “boarded  round”.  (This  latter 
I  consider  one  of  my  best  experiences  and  deepest  lessons  in 
human  nature  behind  the  scenes,  and  in  the  masses.)  In  ’39  and 
’40,  I  started  and  publish’d  a  weekly  paper  in  my  native  town, 
Huntington.  Then  returning  to  New  York  city  and  Brooklyn, 
work’d  on  as  a  printer  and  writer,  mostly  prose,  but  an  occasional 
shy  at  “poetry.” 
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Eighteen 

My  Left  Foot  (1954)  by  Christy  Brown  (1932-1981),  Irish 
writer  and  painter 

Brown’s  autobiography  begins  in  Dublin,  Ireland,  in  1932,  with  the 
author’s  birth.  One  of  thirteen  children,  Brown  was  bom  with  cerebral 
palsy  and  grew  up  with  severe  physical  limitations — as  a  child  he 
could  only  move  his  left  foot.  Nonetheless,  his  mother  was  convinced 
that  it  was  only  his  body  that  was  afflicted  and  not  his  mind,  and 
thanks  to  her  perseverance,  Brown  managed  to  learn  to  read,  write, 
and  paint.  At  the  age  of  eighteen,  Brown  began  rehabilitation  classes 
where  he  was  taught  to  speak  and  type  with  his  hands — but  during 
this  period,  he  was  forbidden  to  use  his  left  foot.  His  life  story  was  pub¬ 
lished  four  years  later. 

I  wanted  desperately  to  say  something,  not  merely  to  my  family, 
not  merely  to  my  friends,  but  rather  to  everyone,  to  the  world 
as  a  whole.  There  was  something  in  me,  some  inner  urge  to  speak, 
and  I  wanted  to  get  it  out  of  me,  to  communicate  it  to  others  and 
make  them  understand  it.  I  felt  I  had  found  something,  something 
I  had  been  looking  for  ever  since  I  began  to  think  and  feel  about 
myself.  It  had  taken  years  to  find,  but  now  I  was  positive  that  I 
had  discovered  it  at  last,  and  suddenly  I  wanted  to  fling  it  to  the 
four  winds  and  let  it  go  round  the  world,  bearing  its  message  into 
everyone’s  heart. 

It  wasn’t  just  something  about  myself,  but  about  all  who  had 
a  life  similar  to  my  own,  a  life  bounded  and  shut  in  on  all  sides 
by  the  high  walls  of  a  narrow,  suppressed  life.  I  felt  that  I  had  at 
last  found  a  way  of  scaling  those  walls  and  breaking  loose  from 
the  shadow  of  them,  a  way  of  taking  my  place  in  the  sun  and  of 
playing  my  part  in  the  world  along  with  the  able-bodied. 

But — how  could  I  express  what  I  wanted  to  say,  what  I 
wanted  everyone  to  know?  My  hands  were  of  no  use  to  me  at 
all;  they  were  still  twisted  and  unruly,  still  powerless  to  grasp  or 
hold  anything.  Nor  could  my  lips  utter  the  thoughts  which 
were  whirling  around  in  my  mind  like  swarms  of  impatient 
bees,  because  I  still  wasn’t  able  to  speak  any  sort  of  intelligible 
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language  outside  the  family  circle,  so  that  in  general  I  was  still 
tongue-tied,  still  doomed  to  a  brooding  silence  .  .  . 

It  seemed  I  had  reached  a  dead-end;  everywhere  I  turned 
the  way  was  blocked.  I  felt  the  way  anyone  would  feel  with 
their  hands  and  feet  tied  and  a  gag  in  their  mouth. 

Then  suddenly  I  had  an  idea,  an  inspiration.  I  was  sitting  in 
the  kitchen  one  afternoon  thinking  about  how  I  could  find  a 
way  of  putting  down  all  I  wanted  to  say  on  paper  when  I 
noticed  one  of  my  brothers  sitting  over  a  copy  book  at  the  table 
with  a  pen  in  his  hand,  writing  something  into  it.  This  was 
Eamonn,  just  twelve  years  of  age  at  the  time,  and  he  was  doing 
his  homework — an  English  composition,  which  I  could  see,  by 
the  scowl  on  his  face,  he  wasn’t  enjoying  very  much.  The  idea 
of  him  sitting  there  writing  and  not  yet  knowing  what  to  write 
about,  and  me  sitting  there  by  the  window,  my  brain  teeming 
with  ideas  and  yet  not  able  to  hold  a  pen  in  my  hand,  almost 
made  me  want  to  jump  up  from  the  chair  and  run  amok! 

Instead  I  leaned  forward  and  asked  him  what  he  was  doing. 

“Trying  to  write  a  composition  for  school,”  answered 
Eamonn  with  a  sigh.  “I’ll  get  biffed  if  I  don’t  do  it  right.” 

I  saw  my  chance.  I  told  him  I’d  help  him — on  condition 
that  he’d  do  something  for  me  in  return. 

“Sure  I  will,”  he  said  confidently.  “What  do  you  want  me  to 
do?” 

“Write  for  me,”  I  told  him  briefly. 

His  face  fell.  “But  I  can’t  even  do  my  own  writing!”  he 
protested,  “I  wouldn’t  know  what  to  say!” 

“Fool,”  I  replied.  “You’ll  just  hold  the  pen  and  I’ll  tell  you 
what  to  put  down.” 

My  brother  was  doubtful  about  this  idea;  it  sounded  too 
complicated  to  him  and  he  felt  there  was  something  “fishy”  at 
the  back  of  it.  But  at  the  same  time  he  wanted  to  get  that  com¬ 
position  right,  so  in  the  end  he  agreed  to  my  condition  and  I 
did  his  homework  for  him. 

When  we  were  done  we  went  out  to  my  study  at  the  back  of 
the  house,  got  a  nine-penny  jotter  out  of  the  drawer,  sat  down 
at  the  table  and  looked  at  each  other. 

“What  d’ye  want  me  to  write  for  you?”  asked  my  brother 
innocently,  the  pen  poised  in  his  hand. 
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I  looked  out  the  window  at  the  branches  of  the  trees  wav¬ 
ing  against  the  bright  spring  sky,  thought  a  bit,  then  turned 
back  to  look  at  my  younger  brother’s  inquiring  face. 

“My  life-story,”  I  told  him. 

Poor  Eamonn  let  his  pen  clatter  down  on  the  table. 

“Your  .  .  .  what?”  he  asked. 

I  told  him  again,  and  this  time  he  was  quite  silent. 

In  the  end  I  got  him  to  agree  to  write  for  me  for  “an  indefi¬ 
nite  period.”  We  started  that  very  afternoon,  without  any  sort 
of  preparation  whatever. 

I  was  eighteen  when  I  began  that  first  attempt  to  write  my 
autobiography.  It  was  a  ponderous  piece  of  work,  a  veritable 
forest  of  seven-  and  eight-syllabled  words.  My  only  reading 
experience  up  to  this  had  been  Dickens,  and  in  my  inexperi¬ 
ence  I  imagined  it  my  duty  to  try  and  imitate  his  style  of  writ¬ 
ing — with  the  result  that  the  English  I  used  was  fifty  years  out 
of  date!  I  used  words  and  phrases  that  would  have  tied  up  any¬ 
body’s  tongue  in  a  matter  of  seconds.  So  long  were  the  words 
that  I  had  to  spell  them  letter  by  letter,  before  my  brother  could 
write  them  down  on  to  the  page.  I  am  still  wondering  why  nei¬ 
ther  of  us  had  a  nervous  breakdown  during  the  writing  of  that 
tremendous  first  attempt.  It  must  have  amounted  to  tens  of 
thousands  of  words  before  I  became  discouraged.  It  dragged  on 
and  on  sluggishly  like  a  stream  of  molten  lead.  My  poor  brother 
often  got  writer’s  cramp.  He  had  written  almost  four  hundred 
pages  of  manuscript  before  I  saw  that  if  I  went  on  like  this  the 
book  would  go  on  for  ever. 

A  Sort  of  Life  (1971)  by  Graham  Greene  (1904-1991), 
English  writer 

“An  autobiography  is  only  ‘a  sort  of  life,”’  wrote  the  sixty-six-year-old 
Graham  Greene  in  the  preface  to  his  memoirs.  “It  may  contain  less 
errors  of  fact  than  a  biography,  but  it  is  of  necessity  even  more  selective; 
it  begins  later  and  it  ends  prematurely.”  Greene’s  A  Sort  of  Life  begins 
with  his  memories  of  childhood,  growing  up  in  Berkhamsted, 
Hertfordshire,  and  describes  the  horrors  of  his  schooldays  and  adoles¬ 
cence,  at  which  time  he  attempted  suicide.  The  book  ends  with  Greene 
on  the  verge  of  his  legendary  career  as  a  novelist,  aged  twenty-seven. 
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The  circumstances  that  surrounded  the  creation  of  his  major  works  are 
described  in  a  subsequent  autobiography,  Ways  of  Escape  (1980). 

I  can  remember  very  clearly  the  afternoon  I  found  the  revolver 
in  the  brown  deal  comer-cupboard  in  a  bedroom  which  I 
shared  with  my  elder  brother.  It  was  the  early  autumn  of  1923. 
The  revolver  was  a  small  ladylike  object  with  six  chambers  like 
a  tiny  egg-stand,  and  there  was  a  cardboard  box  full  of  bullets.  I 
never  mentioned  the  discovery  to  my  brother  because  I  had  real¬ 
ized  the  moment  I  saw  the  revolver  the  use  I  intended  to  make 
of  it.  (I  don’t  to  this  day  know  why  he  possessed  it;  certainly  he 
had  no  licence,  and  he  was  only  three  years  older  than  myself.  A 
large  family  is  as  departmental  as  a  Ministry.) 

My  brother  was  away — probably  climbing  in  the  Lake 
District — and  until  he  returned  the  revolver  was  to  all  intents 
my  own.  I  knew  what  to  do  with  it  because  I  had  been  reading 
a  book  (I  think  Ossendowski  was  the  author)  which  described 
how  the  White  Russian  officers,  condemned  to  inaction  in 
southern  Russia  at  the  tail-end  of  the  counter-revolutionary 
war,  used  to  invent  hazards  with  which  to  escape  boredom.  One 
man  would  slip  a  charge  into  a  revolver  and  turn  the  chambers 
at  random,  and  his  companion  would  put  the  revolver  to  his 
head  and  pull  the  trigger.  The  chance,  of  course,  was  five  to  one 
in  favour  of  life. 

One  forgets  emotions  easily.  If  I  were  dealing  with  an  imagi¬ 
nary  character,  I  might  feel  it  necessary  for  verisimilitude  to 
make  him  hesitate,  put  the  revolver  back  into  the  cupboard, 
return  to  it  again  after  an  interval,  reluctantly  and  fearfully, 
when  the  burden  of  boredom  and  despair  became  too  great.  But 
in  fact  there  was  no  hesitation  at  all:  I  slipped  the  revolver  into 
my  pocket,  and  the  next  I  can  remember  is  crossing  Berkhamsted 
Common  towards  the  Ashridge  beeches.  Perhaps  before  I  had 
opened  the  comer-cupboard,  boredom  had  reached  an  intolera¬ 
ble  depth.  The  boredom  was  as  deep  as  the  love  and  more  endur¬ 
ing — indeed  it  descends  on  me  too  often  today.  For  years,  after 
my  analysis,  I  could  take  no  aesthetic  interest  in  any  visual  thing: 
staring  at  a  sight  that  others  assured  me  was  beautiful  I  felt  noth¬ 
ing.  I  was  fixed,  like  a  negative  in  a  chemical  bath.  Rilke  wrote, 
“Psychoanalysis  is  too  fundamental  a  help  for  me,  it  helps  you 
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once  and  for  all,  it  clears  you  up,  and  to  find  myself  finally 
cleared  up  one  day  might  be  even  more  helpless  than  this  chaos.” 

Now  with  the  revolver  in  my  pocket  I  thought  I  had  stum¬ 
bled  on  the  perfect  cure.  I  was  going  to  escape  in  one  way  or 
another,  and  perhaps  because  escape  was  inseparably  con¬ 
nected  with  the  Common  in  my  mind,  it  was  there  that  I  went. 

Beyond  the  Common  lay  a  wide  grass  ride  known  for  some 
reason  as  Cold  Harbour  to  which  I  would  occasionally  take  a 
horse,  and  beyond  again  stretched  Ashridge  Park,  the  smooth 
olive  skin  of  beech  trees  and  last  year’s  quagmire  of  leaves,  dark 
like  old  pennies.  Deliberately  I  chose  my  ground,  I  believe 
without  real  fear — perhaps  because  so  many  semi-suicidal  acts 
which  my  elders  would  have  regarded  as  neurotic,  but  which  I 
still  consider  to  have  been  under  the  circumstances  highly  rea¬ 
sonable,  lay  in  the  background  of  this  more  dangerous  venture. 
They  removed  the  sense  of  strangeness  as  I  slipped  a  bullet  into 
a  chamber  and,  holding  the  revolver  behind  my  back,  spun  the 
chambers  round. 

Had  I  romantic  thoughts  about  my  love?  I  must  have  had, 
but  I  think,  at  the  most,  they  simply  eased  the  medicine  down. 
Unhappy  love,  I  suppose,  has  sometimes  driven  boys  to  suicide, 
but  this  was  not  suicide,  whatever  a  coroner’s  jury  might  have 
said:  it  was  a  gamble  with  five  chances  to  one  against  an 
inquest.  The  discovery  that  it  was  possible  to  enjoy  again  the 
visible  world  by  risking  its  total  loss  was  one  I  was  bound  to 
make  sooner  or  later. 

I  put  the  muzzle  of  the  revolver  into  my  right  ear  and  pulled 
the  trigger.  There  was  a  minute  click,  and  looking  down  at  the 
chamber  I  could  see  that  the  charge  had  moved  into  the  firing 
position.  I  was  out  by  one.  I  remember  an  extraordinary  sense  of 
jubilation,  as  if  carnival  lights  had  been  switched  on  in  a  drab 
street.  My  heart  knocked  in  its  cage,  and  life  contained  an  infi¬ 
nite  number  of  possibilities.  It  was  like  a  young  man’s  first  suc¬ 
cessful  experience  of  sex — as  if  among  the  Ashridge  beeches  I 
had  passed  the  test  of  manhood.  I  went  home  and  put  the 
revolver  back  in  the  comer-cupboard. 

This  experience  I  repeated  a  number  of  times.  At  fairly  long 
intervals  I  found  myself  craving  for  the  adrenalin  drug,  and  I 
took  the  revolver  with  me  when  I  returned  to  Oxford.  There  I 
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would  walk  out  from  Headington  towards  Elsfield  down  what  is 
now  a  wide  arterial  road,  smooth  and  shiny  like  the  walls  of  a 
public  lavatory.  Then  it  was  a  sodden  unfrequented  country 
lane.  The  revolver  would  be  whipped  behind  my  back,  the 
chamber  twisted,  the  muzzle  quickly  and  surreptitiously  inserted 
in  my  ear  beneath  the  black  winter  trees,  the  trigger  pulled. 

Slowly  the  effect  of  the  drug  wore  off — I  lost  the  sense  of 
jubilation,  I  began  to  receive  from  the  experience  only  the 
crude  kick  of  excitement.  It  was  the  difference  between  love 
and  lust.  And  as  the  quality  of  the  experience  deteriorated,  so 
my  sense  of  responsibility  grew  and  worried  me.  I  wrote  a  bad 
piece  of  free  verse  (free  because  it  was  easier  in  that  way  to 
express  my  meaning  clearly  without  literary  equivocation) 
describing  how,  in  order  to  give  myself  a  fictitious  sense  of  dan¬ 
ger,  I  would  “press  the  trigger  of  a  revolver  I  already  know  to  be 
empty.”  This  verse  I  would  leave  permanently  on  my  desk,  so 
that  if  I  lost  the  gamble,  it  would  provide  incontrovertible  evi¬ 
dence  of  an  accident,  and  my  parents,  I  thought,  would  be  less 
troubled  by  a  fatal  play-acting  than  by  a  suicide — or  the  rather 
bizarre  truth.  (Only  after  I  had  given  up  the  game  did  I  write 
other  verses  which  told  the  true  facts.) 

It  was  back  in  Berkhamsted  during  the  Christmas  of  1923 
that  I  paid  a  permanent  farewell  to  the  drug.  As  I  inserted  my 
fifth  dose,  which  corresponded  in  my  mind  to  the  odds  against 
death,  it  occurred  to  me  that  I  wasn’t  even  excited:  I  was  begin¬ 
ning  to  pull  the  trigger  as  casually  as  I  might  take  an  aspirin 
tablet.  I  decided  to  give  the  revolver — since  it  was  six-cham¬ 
bered — a  sixth  and  last  chance.  I  twirled  the  chambers  round 
and  put  the  muzzle  to  my  ear  for  a  second  time,  then  heard  the 
familiar  empty  click  as  the  chambers  shifted.  I  was  through 
with  the  drug,  and  walking  back  over  the  Common,  down  the 
new  road  by  the  ruined  castle,  past  the  private  entrance  to  the 
gritty  old  railway  station  reserved  for  the  use  of  Lord  Brownlow, 
my  mind  was  already  busy  on  other  plans.  One  campaign  was 
over,  but  the  war  against  boredom  had  got  to  go  on. 
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“An  Autobiographical  Study”  by  (1925)  Sigmund  Freud 
(1856-1939),  Austrian  founder  of  psychoanalysis 

Ferociously  private,  Freud  destroyed  his  personal  papers  at  intervals 
during  his  life  and  resisted  the  advances  of  biographers.  His 
“Autobiographical  Study” — originally  written  for  inclusion  in  a  series 
of  short  memoirs  by  medical  professionals — was  designed  to  tell  the 
story  of  the  development  of  psychoanalysis  and  doesn’t  reveal  much 
beyond  the  details  of  his  professional  life.  “No  personal  experiences  of 
mine  are  of  any  interest  in  comparison  to  my  relations  with  that  sci¬ 
ence,”  writes  the  man  who  is  responsible  for  so  many  twentieth  and 
twenty-first  century  autobiographers  shedding  their  inhibitions  and 
writing  about  their  inner  lives.  Freud  studied  medicine  at  the 
University  of  Vienna  before  establishing  his  private  practice  in  1886, 
founding  the  International  Psychoanalytical  Society  with  C.  G.  Jung, 
and  others,  in  1908. 

I  was  bom  on  May  sixth,  1856,  at  Freiberg  in  Moravia,  a  small 
town  in  what  is  now  Czecho-Slovakia.  My  parents  were  Jews, 
and  I  have  remained  a  Jew  myself.  I  have  reason  to  believe  that 
my  father’s  family  were  settled  for  a  long  time  on  the  Rhine  (at 
Cologne),  that,  as  a  result  of  a  persecution  of  the  Jews  during  the 
fourteenth  or  fifteenth  century,  they  fled  eastwards,  and  that,  in 
the  course  of  the  nineteenth  century,  they  migrated  back  from 
Lithuania  through  Galicia  into  German  Austria.  When  I  was  a 
child  of  four  I  came  to  Vienna,  and  I  went  through  the  whole  of 
my  education  there.  At  the  “Gymnasium”  I  was  at  the  top  of  my 
class  for  seven  years;  I  enjoyed  special  privileges  there,  and  was 
required  to  pass  scarcely  any  examinations.  Although  we  lived  in 
very  limited  circumstances,  my  father  insisted  that,  in  my  choice 
of  a  profession,  I  should  follow  my  own  inclinations.  Neither  at 
that  time,  nor  indeed  in  my  later  life,  did  I  feel  any  particular 
predilection  for  a  career  of  a  physician.  I  was  moved,  rather,  by  a 
sort  of  curiosity,  which  was,  however,  directed  more  towards 
human  concerns  than  towards  natural  objects;  nor  had  I  grasped 
the  importance  of  observation  as  one  of  the  best  means  of  grati¬ 
fying  it.  My  early  familiarity  with  the  Bible  story  (at  a  time  almost 
before  I  had  learnt  the  art  of  reading)  had,  as  I  recognized  much 
later,  an  enduring  effect  upon  the  direction  of  my  interest.  Under 
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the  powerful  influence  of  a  school  friendship  with  a  boy  rather  my 
senior  who  grew  up  to  be  a  well-known  politician  I  developed  a 
wish  to  study  law  like  him  and  to  engage  in  social  activities.  At 
the  same  time,  the  theories  of  Darwin,  which  were  then  of  topi¬ 
cal  interest,  strongly  attracted  me,  for  they  held  out  hopes  of  an 
extraordinary  advance  in  our  understanding  of  the  world;  and  it 
was  hearing  Goethe’s  beautiful  essay  on  Nature  read  aloud  at  a 
popular  lecture  by  Professor  Carl  Briihl  just  before  I  left  school 
that  decided  me  to  become  a  medical  student. 

When,  in  1873,  I  first  joined  the  university,  I  experienced 
some  appreciable  disappointments.  Above  all,  I  found  that  I 
was  expected  to  feel  myself  inferior  and  an  alien  because  I  was 
a  Jew.  I  refused  absolutely  to  do  the  first  of  these  things.  I  have 
never  been  able  to  see  why  I  should  feel  ashamed  of  my  descent 
or,  as  people  were  beginning  to  say,  of  my  race.  I  put  up,  with¬ 
out  much  regret,  with  my  non-acceptance  into  the  community; 
for  it  seemed  to  me  that  in  spite  of  this  exclusion  an  active  fel¬ 
low-worker  could  not  fail  to  find  some  nook  or  cranny  in  the 
framework  of  humanity.  These  first  impressions  at  the  univer¬ 
sity,  however,  had  one  consequence  which  was  afterwards  to 
prove  important;  for  at  an  early  age  I  was  made  familiar  with 
the  fate  of  being  in  the  Opposition  and  of  being  put  under  the 
ban  of  the  “compact  majority”.  The  foundations  were  thus  laid 
for  a  certain  degree  of  independence  of  judgment. 

My  Early  Life  /  A  Roving  Commission  (1930)  by  Winston 
Churchill  (1874-1965),  English  statesman  and  writer 

Churchill  was  fifty-five  years  old  when  he  began  work  on  his  autobi¬ 
ography,  a  full  ten  years  before  he  became  Prime  Minister  of  Great 
Britain.  In  this  depiction  of  the  first  part  of  his  life,  Churchill 
describes  his  aristocratic  childhood,  his  school  years,  his  early  military 
career,  and  his  time  as  a  correspondent  during  the  Boer  War.  On  his 
return  to  Britain,  he  was  elected  to  parliament  at  the  age  of  twenty- 
six,  beginning  a  career  in  politics  that  would  last  for  six  decades.  A 
prolific  writer  of  histories  and  biographies,  he  retired  from  the 
Commons  in  1964,  the  year  before  his  death  at  the  age  of  ninety. 
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It  took  me  three  tries  to  pass  into  Sandhurst  [military  academy]. 
There  were  five  subjects,  of  which  Mathematics,  Latin  and 
English  were  obligatory,  and  I  chose  in  addition  French  and 
Chemistry.  In  this  hand  I  held  only  a  pair  of  Kings — English  and 
Chemistry.  Nothing  less  than  three  would  open  the  jackpot.  I 
had  to  find  another  useful  card.  Latin  I  could  not  learn.  I  had  a 
rooted  prejudice  which  seemed  to  close  my  mind  against  it.  Two 
thousand  marks  were  given  for  Latin.  I  might  perhaps  get  four 
hundred!  French  was  interesting  but  rather  tricky,  and  difficult  to 
learn  in  England.  So  there  remained  only  Mathematics.  After 
the  first  Examination  was  over,  when  one  surveyed  the  battle¬ 
field,  it  was  evident  that  the  war  could  not  be  won  without 
another  army  being  brought  into  the  line.  Mathematics  was  the 
only  resource  available.  I  turned  to  them — I  turned  on  them — in 
desperation.  All  my  life  from  time  to  time  I  have  had  to  get  up 
disagreeable  subjects  at  short  notice,  but  I  consider  my  triumph, 
moral  and  technical,  was  learning  Mathematics  in  six  months. 
At  the  first  of  these  three  ordeals  I  got  no  more  than  five  hun¬ 
dred  marks  out  of  2,500  for  Mathematics.  At  the  second  I  got 
nearly  two  thousand.  I  owe  this  achievement  not  only  to  my  own 
“back-to-the-wall”  resolution — for  which  no  credit  is  too  great; 
but  to  the  very  kindly  interest  taken  in  my  case  by  a  very  much 
respected  Harrow  master,  Mr  C.  H.  P.  Mayo.  He  convinced  me 
that  Mathematics  was  not  a  hopeless  bog  of  nonsense,  and  that 
there  were  meanings  and  rhythms  beyond  the  comical  hiero¬ 
glyphics;  and  that  I  was  not  incapable  of  catching  glimpses  of 
some  of  these. 

Of  course  what  I  call  Mathematics  is  only  what  the  Civil 
Service  Commissioners  expected  you  to  know  to  pass  a  very 
rudimentary  examination.  I  suppose  that  to  those  who  enjoy 
this  peculiar  gift,  Senior  Wranglers  and  the  like,  the  waters  in 
which  I  swam  must  seem  only  a  duck-puddle  compared  to  the 
Atlantic  Ocean.  Nevertheless,  when  I  plunged  in,  I  was  soon 
out  of  my  depth.  When  I  look  back  upon  those  care-laden 
months,  their  prominent  features  rise  from  the  abyss  of  mem¬ 
ory.  Of  course  I  had  progressed  far  beyond  Vulgar  Fractions  and 
the  Decimal  System.  We  were  arrived  in  an  “Alice- in- 
Wonderland”  world,  at  the  portals  of  which  stood  “A 
Quadratic  Equation.”  This  with  a  strange  grimace  pointed  the 
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way  to  the  Theory  of  Indices,  which  again  handed  on  the 
intruder  to  the  full  rigours  of  the  Binomial  Theorem.  Futher 
dim  chambers  lighted  by  sullen,  sulphurous  fires  were  reputed 
to  contain  a  dragon  called  the  “Differential  Calculus.”  But  this 
monster  was  beyond  the  bounds  appointed  by  the  Civil  Service 
Commissioners  who  regulated  this  stage  of  Pilgrim’s  heavy 
journey.  We  turned  aside,  not  indeed  to  the  uplands  of  the 
Delectable  Mountains,  but  into  a  strange  corridor  of  things  like 
anagrams  and  acrostics  called  Sines,  Cosines  and  Tangents. 
Apparently  they  were  very  important,  especially  when  multi¬ 
plied  by  each  other,  or  by  themselves!  They  had  also  this 
merit — you  could  learn  many  of  their  evolutions  off  by  heart. 
There  was  a  question  in  my  third  and  last  Examination  about 
these  Cosines  and  Tangents  in  a  highly  square-rooted  condi¬ 
tion  which  must  have  been  decisive  upon  the  whole  of  my  after 
life.  It  was  a  problem.  But  luckily  I  had  seen  its  ugly  face  only 
a  few  days  before  and  recognized  it  at  first  sight. 

I  have  never  met  any  of  these  creatures  since.  With  my 
third  and  successful  Examination  they  passed  away  like  the 
phantasmagoria  of  a  fevered  dream.  I  am  assured  that  they  are 
most  helpful  in  engineering,  astronomy  and  things  like  that.  It 
is  very  important  to  build  bridges  and  canals  and  to  compre¬ 
hend  all  the  stresses  and  potentialities  of  matter,  to  say  nothing 
of  counting  all  the  stars  and  even  universes  and  measuring  how 
far  off  they  are,  and  foretelling  eclipses,  the  arrival  of  comets 
and  such  like.  I  am  very  glad  there  are  quite  a  number  of  peo¬ 
ple  bom  with  a  gift  and  liking  for  all  of  this;  like  great  chess¬ 
players  who  play  sixteen  games  at  once  blindfold  and  die  quite 
soon  of  epilepsy.  Serve  them  right!  I  hope  the  Mathematicians, 
however,  are  well  rewarded.  I  promise  never  to  blackleg  their 
profession  nor  take  the  bread  out  of  their  mouths. 

I  had  a  feeling  once  about  Mathematics,  that  I  saw  it  all — 
depth  beyond  depth  was  revealed  to  me — the  Byss  and  the 
Abyss.  I  saw,  as  one  might  see  the  transit  of  Venus — or  even  the 
Lord  Mayor’s  Show,  a  quantity  passing  through  infinity  and 
changing  its  sign  from  plus  to  minus.  I  saw  exactly  how  it  hap¬ 
pened  and  why  the  tergiversation  was  inevitable:  and  how  the 
one  step  involved  all  the  others.  It  was  like  politics.  But  it  was 
after  dinner  and  I  let  it  go! 
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The  practical  point  is  that  if  this  aged,  weary-souled  Civil 
Servant  Commissioner  had  not  asked  this  particular  question 
about  these  Cosines  or  Tangents  in  their  squared  or  even  cubed 
condition,  which  I  happened  to  have  learned  scarcely  a  week 
before,  not  one  of  the  subsequent  chapters  of  this  book  would 
ever  have  been  written.  I  might  have  gone  into  the  Church 
and  preached  orthodox  sermons  in  a  spirit  of  audacious  contra¬ 
diction  to  the  age.  I  might  have  gone  into  the  City  and  made  a 
fortune.  I  might  have  resorted  to  the  Colonies,  or  “Dominions” 
as  they  are  now  called,  in  the  hopes  of  pleasing,  or  at  least  pla¬ 
cating  them;  and  thus  had,  a  la  Lindsay  Gordon  or  Cecil 
Rhodes,  a  lurid  career.  I  might  even  have  gravitated  to  the  Bar, 
and  persons  might  have  been  hanged  through  my  defence  who 
now  nurse  their  guilty  secrets  with  complacency.  Anyhow  the 
whole  of  my  life  would  have  been  altered,  and  that  I  suppose 
would  have  altered  a  great  many  other  lives,  which,  in  their 
turn,  and  so  on  .  .  . 

Memoirs  (1974)  by  Pablo  Neruda  (1904-1973),  Chilean 
poet 

Neruda  began  writing  his  autobiography  towards  the  end  of  his  life  and 
although  his  death  in  1973  interrupted  the  editing  of  the  manuscript, 
he  managed  to  complete  its  final  pages.  He  was  bom  Neftalf  Reyes 
Basualto  in  Parral,  Chile,  and  took  his  pen  name  in  tribute  to  the  Czech 
poet,  Jan  Neruda.  The  Memoirs  include  Neruda”s  lyrical  descriptions  of 
his  motherless  childhood  and  follow  his  progress  to  Santiago,  where  he 
studied  at  the  University  of  Chile — his  first  poetry  collection,  Twenty 
Love  Poems  and  a  Song  of  Despair  (1924),  was  published  while  he  was 
still  a  student.  The  autobiography  goes  on  to  follow  his  distinguished 
career  in  public  life  as  a  Chilean  consul,  senator,  and  ambassador. 

After  many  years  of  school,  and  the  struggle  through  the 
math  exam  each  December,  I  was  outwardly  prepared  to 
face  the  university  in  Santiago.  I  say  outwardly  because  my  head 
was  filled  with  books,  dreams,  and  poems  buzzing  around  like 
bees. 

Carrying  a  metal  trunk,  wearing  the  requisite  black  suit  of 
the  poet,  all  skin  and  bones,  thin-featured  as  a  knife,  I  boarded 
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the  third-class  section  of  a  night  train  that  took  an  inter¬ 
minable  day  and  night  to  reach  Santiago. 

This  long  train  crossed  different  zones  and  climates;  I  took 
it  so  many  times  and  it  still  holds  a  strange  fascination  for  me. 
Peasants  with  wet  ponchos  and  baskets  filled  with  chickens, 
uncommunicative  Indians — an  entire  life  unfolded  in  the 
third-class  coach.  Quite  a  number  of  people  traveled  without 
paying,  under  the  seats.  Whenever  the  ticket  collector  came 
around,  a  metamorphosis  took  place.  Many  disappeared,  and 
others  might  hide  under  a  poncho  on  which  two  passengers 
immediately  pretended  to  play  a  game  of  cards,  to  keep  the 
conductor  from  noticing  the  improvised  table. 

Meanwhile,  the  train  passed  from  the  countryside  covered 
with  oaks  and  araucaria  trees  and  frame  houses  with  sodden  walls 
to  the  poplars  and  dusty  adobe  buildings  of  central  Chile.  I  made 
the  round  trip  between  the  capital  and  the  provinces  many 
times,  but  I  always  felt  myself  stifling  as  soon  as  I  left  the  great 
forests,  the  timberland  that  drew  me  back  like  a  mother.  To  me, 
the  adobe  houses,  the  cities  with  a  past,  seemed  to  be  filled  with 
cobwebs  and  silence.  Even  now  I  am  still  a  poet  of  the  great  out¬ 
doors,  of  the  cold  forest  that  was  lost  to  me  after  that. 

I  brought  my  references  to  the  rooming  house  at  513  Maruri 
Street.  Nothing  can  make  me  forget  this  number.  I  forget  all 
kinds  of  dates,  even  years,  but  the  number  513  is  still  in  my 
mind,  where  I  engraved  it  so  many  years  ago,  fearing  I  would 
never  find  that  rooming  house  and  would  lose  my  way  in  the 
strange,  awe-inspiring  city.  On  the  street  just  mentioned  I  used 
to  sit  out  on  the  balcony  and  watch  the  dying  afternoon,  the 
sky  with  its  green  and  crimson  banners,  the  desolation  of  the 
rooftops  on  the  edge  of  town  threatened  by  the  burning  sky. 


Nineteen 


Confessions  of  an  English  Opium-Eater  (1856)  by  Thomas 
De  Quincey  (1785-1859),  English  writer 

De  Quincey  was  bom  in  Manchester  in  1785.  His  father  died  when  he 
was  seven  and  at  fifteen  he  was  sent  to  Manchester  Grammar  School 
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before  attending  Oxford  University,  where  he  first  experimented  with 
opium  as  a  cure  for  toothache.  While  working  as  a  journalist  in  the 
early  1820s,  he  was  encouraged  to  write  about  his  drug  addiction  for  a 
London  magazine — when  published,  the  descriptions  of  his  struggles 
and  eventual  triumph  over  opium  caused  such  a  sensation  that  a  book 
was  immediately  prepared.  Shortly  before  his  death,  De  Quincey  pub- 
lished  a  revised  edition  of  Confessions  (1856)  where  he  admitted  that 
he  had  lapsed  back  into  addiction  numerous  times. 

It  is  very  long  since  I  first  took  opium;  so  long,  that  if  it  had  been 
a  trifling  incident  in  my  life,  I  might  have  forgotten  its  date;  but 
cardinal  events  are  not  to  be  forgotten;  and,  from  circumstances 
connected  with  it,  I  remember  that  this  inauguration  into  the  use 
of  opium  must  be  referred  to  the  spring  or  to  the  autumn  of  1804; 
during  which  seasons  I  was  in  London,  having  come  thither  for 
the  first  time  since  my  entrance  at  Oxford.  And  this  event  arose 
in  the  following  way:  from  an  early  age  I  had  been  accustomed  to 
wash  my  head  in  cold  water  at  least  once  a  day;  being  suddenly 
seized  with  toothache,  I  attributed  it  to  some  relaxation  caused  by 
a  casual  intermission  of  that  practice;  jumped  out  of  bed;  plunged 
my  head  into  a  basin  of  cold  water,  and  with  hair  thus  wetted 
went  to  sleep.  The  next  morning,  as  I  need  hardly  say,  I  awoke 
with  excruciating  rheumatic  pains  of  the  head  and  face,  from 
which  I  had  hardly  any  respite  for  about  twenty  days.  On  the 
twenty -first  day  I  think  it  was,  and  on  a  Sunday,  that  I  went  out 
into  the  streets;  rather  to  run  away,  if  possible,  from  my  torments, 
than  with  any  distinct  purpose  of  relief.  By  accident,  I  met  a  col¬ 
lege  acquaintance,  who  recommended  opium.  Opium!  dread 
agent  of  unimaginable  pleasure  and  pain!  I  had  heard  of  it  as  I  had 
of  manna  or  of  ambrosia,  but  no  further.  How  unmeaning  a  sound 
was  opium  at  that  time!  what  solemn  chords  does  it  now  strike 
upon  my  heart!  what  heart-quaking  vibrations  of  sad  and  happy 
remembrances!  Reverting  for  a  moment  to  these,  I  feel  a  mystic 
importance  attached  to  the  minutest  circumstances  connected 
with  the  place,  and  the  time,  and  the  man  (if  man  he  was),  that 
first  laid  open  to  me  the  paradise  of  opium-eaters.  It  was  a  Sunday 
afternoon,  wet  and  cheerless;  and  a  duller  spectacle  this  earth  of 
ours  has  not  to  show  than  a  rainy  Sunday  in  London.  My  road 
homewards  lay  through  Oxford  Street;  and  near  “the  stately 
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Pantheon”  (as  Mr.  Wordsworth  has  obligingly  called  it)  I  saw  a 
druggist’s  shop.  The  druggist  (unconscious  minister  of  celestial 
pleasures!),  as  if  in  sympathy  with  the  rainy  Sunday,  looked  dull 
and  stupid,  just  as  any  mortal  druggist  might  be  expected  to  look 
on  a  rainy  London  Sunday;  and  when  I  asked  for  the  tincture  of 
opium,  he  gave  it  to  me  as  any  other  man  might  do;  and,  further- 
more,  out  of  my  shilling  returned  me  what  seemed  to  be  real  cop¬ 
per  halfpence,  taken  out  of  a  real  wooden  drawer.  Nevertheless, 
and  not  withstanding  all  such  indications  of  humanity,  he  has 
ever  since  figured  in  my  mind  as  a  beatific  vision  of  an  immortal 
druggist,  sent  down  to  earth  on  a  special  mission  to  myself.  And 
it  confirms  me  in  this  way  of  considering  him  that,  when  I  next 
came  up  to  London,  I  sought  him  near  the  stately  Pantheon,  and 
found  him  not;  and  thus  to  me,  who  knew  not  his  name  (if, 
indeed,  he  had  one),  he  seemed  rather  to  have  vanished  from 
Oxford  Street  than  to  have  flitted  into  any  other  locality,  or 
(which  some  abominable  man  suggested)  to  have  absconded  from 
the  rent.  The  reader  may  choose  to  think  of  him  as,  possibly,  no 
more  than  a  sublunary  druggist;  it  may  be  so,  but  my  faith  is  bet¬ 
ter.  I  believe  him  to  have  evanesced.  So  unwillingly  would  I  con¬ 
nect  any  mortal  remembrances  with  that  hour,  and  place,  and 
creature,  that  first  brought  me  acquainted  with  the  celestial  drug. 

Arrived  at  my  lodgings,  it  may  be  supposed  that  I  lost  not 
a  moment  in  taking  the  quantity  prescribed.  I  was  necessarily 
ignorant  of  the  whole  art  and  mystery  of  opium-taking;  and 
what  I  took,  I  took  under  every  disadvantage.  But  I  took  it; 
and  in  an  hour,  O  heavens!  what  a  revulsion!  what  a  resurrec¬ 
tion,  from  its  lowest  depths  of  the  inner  spirit!  what  an  apoc¬ 
alypse  of  the  world  within  me!  That  my  pains  had  vanished 
was  now  a  trifle  in  my  eyes;  this  negative  effect  was  swallowed 
up  in  the  immensity  of  those  positive  effects  which  had 
opened  before  me,  in  the  abyss  of  divine  enjoyment  thus  sud¬ 
denly  revealed.  Here  was  a  panacea,  a  pharmakon  nepenthez, 
for  all  human  woes;  here  was  the  secret  of  happiness,  about 
which  philosophers  had  disputed  for  so  many  ages,  at  once  dis¬ 
covered;  happiness  might  now  be  bought  for  a  penny,  and  car¬ 
ried  in  the  waistcoat  pocket;  portable  ecstasies  might  be  had 
corked  up  in  a  pint-bottle;  and  peace  of  mind  could  be  sent 
down  by  the  mail. 
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An  Autobiography  (1883)  by  Anthony  Trollope 
(1815-1882),  English  writer 

See  description  on  page  seventy-nine. 

Looking  back  now  I  think  I  can  see  with  accuracy  what  was 
then  the  condition  of  my  own  mind  and  intelligence.  Of 
things  to  be  learned  by  the  lessons  I  knew  almost  less  than  could 
be  supposed  possible  after  the  amount  of  schooling  I  had 
received.  I  could  read  neither  French,  Latin,  nor  Greek.  I  could 
speak  no  foreign  language — and  I  may  as  well  say  here  as  else¬ 
where  that  I  never  acquired  the  power  of  really  talking  French.  I 
have  been  able  to  order  my  dinner  and  take  a  railway  ticket,  but 
never  got  much  beyond  that.  Of  the  merest  rudiments  of  the  sci¬ 
ences  I  was  completely  ignorant.  My  handwriting  was  in  truth 
wretched.  My  spelling  was  imperfect.  There  was  no  subject  as  to 
which  examination  would  have  been  possible  on  which  I  could 
have  gone  through  an  examination  otherwise  than  disgracefully. 
And  yet,  I  think,  I  knew  more  than  the  average  of  young  men  of 
the  same  rank  who  had  begun  life  at  nineteen.  I  could  have 
given  a  fuller  list  of  the  names  of  the  poets  of  all  countries,  with 
their  subjects  and  periods — and  probably  of  historians — than 
many  others;  and  had,  perhaps,  a  more  accurate  idea  of  the  man¬ 
ner  in  which  my  own  country  was  governed.  I  knew  the  names 
of  all  the  bishops,  all  the  judges,  all  the  heads  of  colleges  and  all 
the  cabinet  ministers — not  a  very  useful  knowledge,  indeed,  but 
one  that  had  not  been  acquired  without  other  matter  which  was 
more  useful.  I  had  read  Shakespeare  and  Byron  and  Scott  and 
could  talk  about  them.  The  music  of  the  Miltonic  line  was  famil¬ 
iar  to  me.  I  had  already  made  up  my  mind  that  Pride  and  Prejudice 
was  the  best  novel  in  the  English  language — a  palm  which  I  only 
partially  withdrew  after  a  second  reading  of  Ivanhoe  and  did  not 
completely  bestow  elsewhere  till  Esmond  was  written.  And 
though  I  would  occasionally  break  down  in  my  spelling,  I  could 
write  a  letter.  If  I  had  a  thing  to  say  I  could  so  say  it  in  written 
words  that  the  reader  should  know  what  I  meant — a  power  which 
is  by  no  means  at  the  command  of  all  those  who  come  out  from 
these  competitive  examinations  with  triumph.  Early  in  life,  at  the 
age  of  fifteen,  I  had  commenced  the  dangerous  habit  of  keeping  a 
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journal,  and  this  I  maintained  for  ten  years.  The  volumes 
remained  in  my  possession  unregarded — never  looked  at — till 
1870,  when  I  examined  them  and  with  many  blushes  destroyed 
them.  They  convicted  me  of  folly,  ignorance,  indiscretion,  idle- 
ness,  extravagance,  and  conceit,  but  they  had  habituated  me  to 
the  rapid  use  of  pen  and  ink  and  taught  me  how  to  express  myself 
with  facility. 

I  will  mention  here  another  habit  which  had  grown  upon 
me  from  still  earlier  years — which  I  myself  often  regarded  with 
dismay  when  I  thought  of  the  hours  devoted  to  it,  but  which  I 
suppose  must  have  tended  to  make  me  what  I  have  been.  As  a 
boy,  even  as  a  child,  I  was  thrown  much  upon  myself.  I  have 
explained,  when  speaking  of  my  school-days,  how  it  came  to 
pass  that  other  boys  would  not  play  with  me.  I  was  therefore 
alone  and  had  to  form  my  plays  within  myself.  Play  of  some 
kind  was  necessary  to  me  then,  as  it  has  always  been.  Study  was 
not  my  bent,  and  I  could  not  please  myself  by  being  all  idle. 
Thus  it  came  to  pass  that  I  was  always  going  about  with  some 
castle  in  the  air  firmly  built  within  my  mind.  Nor  were  these 
efforts  in  architecture  spasmodic,  or  subject  to  constant  change 
from  day  to  day.  For  weeks,  for  months,  if  I  remember  rightly, 
from  year  to  year  I  would  carry  on  the  same  tale,  binding  myself 
down  to  certain  laws,  to  certain  proportions  and  proprieties 
and  unities.  Nothing  impossible  was  ever  introduced — nor 
even  anything  which  from  outward  circumstances  would  seem 
to  be  violently  improbable.  I  myself  was  of  course  my  own  hero. 
Such  is  a  necessity  of  castle-building.  But  I  never  became  a 
king,  or  a  duke — much  less,  when  my  height  and  personal 
appearance  were  fixed,  would  I  be  an  Antinous,  or  six  feet 
high.  I  never  was  a  learned  man,  nor  even  a  philosopher.  But  I 
was  a  very  clever  person,  and  beautiful  young  women  used  to  be 
fond  of  me.  And  I  strove  to  be  kind  of  heart  and  open  of  hand 
and  noble  in  thought,  despising  mean  things;  and  altogether  I 
was  a  very  much  better  fellow  than  I  have  ever  succeeded  in 
being  since.  This  had  been  the  occupation  of  my  life  for  six  or 
seven  years  before  I  went  to  the  Post  Office,  and  was  by  no 
means  abandoned  when  I  commenced  my  work.  There  can,  I 
imagine,  hardly  be  a  more  dangerous  mental  practice;  but  I 
have  often  doubted  whether,  had  it  not  been  my  practice,  I 
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should  ever  have  written  a  novel.  I  learned  in  this  way  to  main¬ 
tain  an  interest  in  a  fictitious  story,  to  dwell  on  a  work  created 
by  my  own  imagination,  and  to  live  in  a  world  altogether  out¬ 
side  the  world  of  my  own  material  life.  In  after  years  I  have 
done  the  same — with  this  difference,  that  I  have  discarded  the 
hero  of  my  early  dreams,  and  have  been  able  to  lay  my  own 
identity  aside. 

Qood'bye  to  All  That  (1929)  by  Robert  Graves 
(1895-1985),  English  poet 

See  description  on  page  149. 

I  had  now  been  in  the  trenches  for  five  months  and  was  getting 
past  my  prime.  For  the  first  three  weeks  an  officer  was  not 
much  good  in  the  trenches;  he  did  not  know  his  way  about,  had 
not  learned  the  rules  of  health  and  safety,  and  was  not  yet  accus¬ 
tomed  to  recognizing  degrees  of  danger.  Between  three  weeks 
and  four  months  he  was  at  his  best,  unless  he  happened  to  have 
any  particular  bad  shock  or  sequence  of  shocks.  Then  he  began 
gradually  to  decline  in  usefulness  as  neurasthenia  developed  in 
him.  At  six  months  he  was  still  more  or  less  all  right;  but  by  nine 
or  ten  months,  unless  he  had  been  given  a  few  weeks’  rest  on  a 
technical  course  or  in  hospital,  he  began  to  be  a  drag  on  the 
other  members  of  the  company.  After  a  year  or  fifteen  months  he 
was  often  worse  than  useless.  Officers  had  a  less  laborious  but  a 
more  nervous  time  than  the  men.  There  were  proportionately 
twice  as  many  neurasthenic  cases  among  officers  as  among  men, 
though  the  average  life  of  a  man  before  getting  killed  or  wounded 
was  twice  as  long  as  an  officer’s.  Officers  between  the  ages  of 
twenty-three  and  thirty-three  had  a  longer  useful  life  than  those 
older  or  younger.  I  was  too  young.  Men  over  forty,  though  they 
did  not  suffer  from  the  want  of  sleep  as  much  as  those  under 
twenty,  had  less  resistance  to  the  sudden  alarms  and  shocks.  Dr 
W.  H.  R.  Rivers  told  me  later  that  the  action  of  one  of  the  duct¬ 
less  glands — I  think  the  thyroid — accounted  for  this  decline  in 
military  usefulness.  It  pumped  its  chemical  into  the  blood  as  a 
sedative  for  tortured  nerves;  this  process  went  on  until  the  con¬ 
dition  of  the  blood  was  permanently  affected  and  a  man  went 
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about  his  tasks  in  a  stupid  and  doped  way,  cheated  into  further 
endurance.  It  has  taken  some  ten  years  for  my  blood  to  run  at  all 
clean.  The  unfortunates  were  the  officers  who  had  two  years’  or 
more  continuous  trench  service.  In  many  cases  they  became  dip¬ 
somaniacs.  I  knew  three  or  four  who  had  worked  up  to  the  point 
of  two  bottles  of  whisky  a  day  before  they  were  lucky  enough  to 
get  wounded  or  sent  home  in  some  other  way.  A  two-bottle  com¬ 
pany  commander  of  one  of  our  line  battalions  still  happens  to  be 
alive  who,  in  three  shows  running,  got  his  company  needlessly 
destroyed  because  he  was  no  longer  capable  of  taking  clear  deci¬ 
sions. 

As  I  Walked  Out  One  Midsummer  Morning  (1969)  by 
Laurie  Lee  (1914-1997),  English  writer 

Laurie  Lee’s  autobiographical  trilogy  began  with  Cider  With  Rosie 
(1959),  a  book  about  his  boyhood  in  the  rural  village  of  Slad,  in 
Gloucestershire.  The  second  book  in  the  sequence,  As  I  Walked  Out 
One  Midsummer  Morning,  excerpted  below,  is  Lee’s  story  of  his  early 
manhood,  his  leaving  of  his  childhood  home  at  the  age  of  nineteen 
to  walk  to  London  and  his  subsequent  travels  on  foot  through  Spain. 
The  third  book,  A  Moment  of  War  ( 1991 ),  deals  with  his  experiences 
as  a  Republican  International  Brigade  volunteer  during  the  Spanish 
civil  war.  Lee  was  also  the  author  of  travel  books,  poems,  essays,  a 
radio  play,  and  short  stories. 

The  stooping  figure  of  my  mother,  waist-deep  in  the  grass  and 
caught  there  like  a  piece  of  sheep’s  wool,  was  the  last  I  saw 
of  my  country  home  as  I  left  it  to  discover  the  world.  She  stood 
old  and  bent  at  the  top  of  the  bank,  silently  watching  me  go,  one 
gnarled  red  hand  raised  in  farewell  and  blessing,  not  questioning 
why  I  went.  At  the  bend  of  the  road  I  looked  back  again  and  saw 
the  gold  light  die  behind  her;  then  I  turned  the  comer,  passed 
the  village  school,  and  closed  that  part  of  my  life  for  ever. 

It  was  a  bright  Sunday  morning  in  early  June,  the  right  time 
to  be  leaving  home.  My  three  sisters  and  a  brother  had  already 
gone  before  me;  two  other  brothers  had  yet  to  make  up  their 
minds.  They  were  still  sleeping  that  morning,  but  my  mother 
had  got  up  early  and  cooked  me  a  heavy  breakfast,  had  stood 
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wordlessly  while  I  ate  it,  her  hand  on  my  chair,  and  had  then 
helped  me  pack  up  my  few  belongings.  There  had  been  no  fuss, 
no  appeals,  no  attempts  at  advice  or  persuasion,  only  a  long  and 
searching  look.  Then,  with  my  bags  on  my  back,  I’d  gone  out 
into  the  early  sunshine  and  climbed  through  the  long  wet  grass 
to  the  road. 

It  was  1934-  I  was  nineteen  years  old,  still  soft  at  the  edges, 
but  with  a  confident  belief  in  good  fortune.  I  carried  a  small 
rolled-up  tent,  a  violin  in  a  blanket,  a  change  of  clothes,  a  tin 
of  treacle  biscuits,  and  some  cheese.  I  was  excited,  vain-glori¬ 
ous,  knowing  I  had  far  to  go;  but  not,  as  yet,  how  far.  As  I  left 
home  that  morning  and  walked  away  from  the  sleeping  village, 
it  never  occurred  to  me  that  others  had  done  this  before  me. 

I  was  propelled,  of  course,  by  the  traditional  forces  that  had 
sent  many  generations  along  this  road — by  the  small  tight  val¬ 
ley  closing  in  around  one,  stifling  the  breath  with  its  mossy 
mouth,  the  cottage  walls  narrowing  like  the  arms  of  an  iron 
maiden,  the  local  girls  whispering,  “Marry,  and  settle  down.” 
Months  of  restless  unease,  leading  to  this  inevitable  moment, 
had  been  spent  wandering  about  the  hills,  mournfully 
whistling,  and  watching  the  high  open  fields  stepping  away 
eastwards  under  gigantic  clouds. 

And  now  I  was  on  my  journey,  in  a  pair  of  thick  boots  and 
with  a  hazel  stick  in  my  hand.  Naturally,  I  was  going  to 
London,  which  lay  a  hundred  miles  to  the  east;  and  it  seemed 
equally  obvious  that  I  should  go  on  foot.  But  first,  as  I’d  never 
yet  seen  the  sea,  I  thought  I’d  walk  to  the  coast  and  find  it.  This 
would  add  another  hundred  miles  to  my  journey,  going  by  way 
of  Southampton.  But  I  had  all  the  summer  and  all  time  to 
spend. 

That  first  day  alone — and  now  I  was  really  alone  at  last — 
steadily  declined  in  excitement  and  vigour.  As  I  tramped 
through  the  dust  towards  the  Wiltshire  Downs  a  growing  reluc¬ 
tance  weighed  me  down.  White  elder-blossom  and  dog-roses 
hung  in  the  hedges,  blank  as  unwritten  paper,  and  the  hot  empty 
road — there  were  few  motor  cars  then — reflected  Sunday’s  waste 
and  indifference.  High  sulky  summer  sucked  me  towards  it,  and 
I  offered  no  resistance  at  all.  Through  the  solitary  morning  and 
afternoon  I  found  myself  longing  for  some  opposition  or  rescue, 
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for  the  sound  of  hurrying  footsteps  coming  after  me  and  family 
voices  calling  me  back. 

None  came.  I  was  free.  I  was  affronted  by  freedom.  The  day’s 
silence  said,  Go  where  you  will.  It’s  all  yours.  You  asked  for  it. 
It’s  up  to  you  now.  You’re  on  your  own,  and  nobody’s  going  to 
stop  you.  As  I  walked,  I  was  taunted  by  echoes  of  home,  by  the 
tinkling  sounds  of  the  kitchen,  shafts  of  sun  from  the  windows 
falling  across  the  familiar  furniture,  across  the  bedroom  and  the 
bed  I  had  left. 

When  I  judged  it  to  be  tea-time  I  sat  on  an  old  stone  wall 
and  opened  my  tin  of  treacle  biscuits.  As  I  ate  them  I  could 
hear  mother  banging  the  kettle  on  the  hob  and  my  brothers 
rattling  their  teacups.  The  biscuits  tasted  sweetly  of  the  hon¬ 
eyed  squalor  of  home — still  only  a  dozen  miles  away. 

I  might  have  turned  back  then  if  it  hadn’t  been  for  my 
brothers,  but  I  couldn’t  have  borne  the  look  on  their  faces.  So 
I  got  off  the  wall  and  went  on  my  way.  The  long  evening  shad¬ 
ows  pointed  to  folded  villages,  homing  cows,  and  after-church 
walkers.  I  tramped  the  edge  of  the  road,  watching  my  dusty  feet, 
not  stopping  again  for  a  couple  of  hours. 

When  darkness  came,  full  of  moths  and  beetles,  I  was  too 
weary  to  put  up  the  tent.  So  I  lay  myself  down  in  the  middle  of 
a  field  and  stared  up  at  the  brilliant  stars.  I  was  oppressed  by  the 
velvety  emptiness  of  the  world  and  the  swathes  of  soft  grass  I 
lay  on.  Then  the  fumes  of  the  night  finally  put  me  to  sleep — 
my  first  night  without  a  roof  or  bed. 

I  was  woken  soon  after  midnight  by  drizzling  rain  on  my 
face,  the  sky  black  and  the  stars  all  gone.  Two  cows  stood  over 
me,  windily  sighing,  and  the  wretchedness  of  that  moment 
haunts  me  still.  I  crawled  into  a  ditch  and  lay  awake  till  dawn, 
soaking  alone  in  that  nameless  field.  But  when  the  sun  rose  in 
the  morning  the  feeling  of  desolation  was  over.  Birds  sang,  and 
the  grass  steamed  warmly.  I  got  up  and  shook  myself,  ate  a  piece 
of  cheese,  and  turned  again  to  the  south. 
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“In  a  Mining  Village”  (1931)  by  Mrs.  F.  H.  Smith  (Dates 
unknown),  Co-operative  working  woman 

See  description  for  Mrs.  Scott  on  page  thirty-one. 

I  am  not  much  of  a  scholar  as  I  had  to  leave  school  at  an  early 
age  owing  to  my  father  not  being  in  regular  employment.  I  am 
a  native  of  Cardiff  and  went  to  service  up  the  Rhondda  where  I 
had  a  brother  working,  and  it  was  there  I  met  my  husband,  who 
was  a  miner.  I  was  nineteen  when  I  married  in  1903.  As  a  town- 
bred  girl  I  found  the  life  very  different  from  what  I  had  been  used 
to.  I  was  very  shocked  that  we  had  no  convenience  for  our  hus¬ 
bands  to  bath  in.  We  had  to  bring  a  tub  or  tin  bath,  whichever 
we  had,  into  the  same  room  that  we  lived  in,  and  heat  the  water 
over  our  living-room  fire  in  a  bucket  or  iron  boiler,  whichever  we 
possessed.  So  you  can  imagine  the  life  of  a  miner’s  wife  is  no  bed 
of  roses.  We  have  also  to  do  our  weekly  wash  in  the  same  room, 
so  our  one  room  was  not  much  to  look  at.  By  the  time  we  had 
done  our  daily  clean,  it  was  looking  all  right,  until  Hubby  came 
home.  Then  after  he  had  bathed  and  his  clothes  put  to  dry,  and 
turned  from  time  to  time,  there  is  a  nice  film  of  coal  dust  all  over 
the  room,  and  it  means  you  want  the  duster  in  your  hand  con¬ 
tinually.  Well,  time  went  on  and  eleven  months  after  my  mar¬ 
riage  my  first  daughter  was  bom,  and  as  she  grew  older  it  was  very 
trying,  as  no  matter  how  you  try  to  keep  your  baby  nice  and  clean 
it  is  practically  impossible. 

When  she  was  just  a  year  old  I  was  lucky  enough  to  rent  a 
house  under  the  Colliery  Company  for  which  my  husband 
worked,  and  we  had  hardly  settled  down  before  we  had  the  ter¬ 
rible  experience  of  a  pit  explosion.  My  husband  was  down  the 
pit  at  the  same  time,  but  was  working  in  what  they  call  the 
New  Pit,  and  the  explosion  was  in  the  Old  Pit.  But  it  will 
always  live  in  my  memory  the  terrible  scenes  I  witnessed  among 
the  men  and  boys  and  neighbours  from  around  me.  One  poor 
woman  opposite  me  lost  her  husband,  two  sons  and  an  adopted 
son  in  that  terrible  blast — lost  all  her  breadwinners.  There  was 
only  one  survivor  and  122  killed. 

Well,  as  I  said,  it  was  very  close  quarters  in  two  rooms — one 
living-room  and  one  bedroom.  It  was  much  better  to  have  a 
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house,  though  it  meant  more  furniture  to  fill  the  six  rooms  now, 
or  partially.  As  my  husband  was  a  steady,  sober  man  we  had  a 
chance  to  get  on  a  bit  in  that  way.  In  the  course  of  time  my 
family  increased  until  I  had  nine  children  .  .  . 

Annie  Besant :  An  Autobiography  (1893)  by  Annie  Besant 
(1847-1933),  Social  campaigner  and  theosophist 

See  description  on  page  sixty-one.31 

Before  leaving  the  harbourage  of  girlhood  to  set  sail  on  the 
troublous  sea  of  life,  there  is  an  occurrence  of  which  I  must 
make  mention,  as  it  marks  my  first  awakening  of  interest  in  the 
outer  world  of  political  struggle.  In  the  autumn  of  1867  my 
mother  and  I  were  staying  with  some  dear  friends  of  ours,  the 
Robertses,  at  Pendleton,  near  Manchester.  Mr.  Roberts  was  “the 
poor  man’s  lawyer,”  in  the  affectionate  phrase  used  of  him  by 
many  a  hundred  men.  He  was  a  close  friend  of  Ernest  Jones,  and 
was  always  ready  to  fight  a  poor  man’s  battle  without  fee.  He 
worked  hard  in  the  agitation  which  saved  women  from  working 
in  the  mines,  and  I  have  heard  him  tell  how  he  had  seen  them 
toiling,  naked  to  the  waist,  with  short  petticoats  barely  reaching 
to  their  knees,  rough,  fouhtongued,  brutalized  out  of  all  womanly 
decency  and  grace;  how  he  had  seen  little  children  working  there 
too,  babies  of  three  and  four  set  to  watch  a  door  and  falling  asleep 
at  their  work  to  be  roused  by  curse  and  kick  to  the  unfair  toil.  The 
old  man’s  eye  would  begin  to  flash  and  his  voice  to  rise  as  he  told 
of  these  horrors,  and  then  his  face  would  soften  as  he  added  that, 
after  it  was  all  over  and  the  slavery  was  put  an  end  to,  as  he  went 
through  a  coal  district  the  women  standing  at  their  doors  would 
lift  up  their  children  to  see  “Lawyer  Roberts”  go  by,  and  would  bid 
“God  bless  him”  for  what  he  had  done.  This  dear  old  man  was  my 
first  tutor  in  Radicalism,  and  I  was  an  apt  pupil.  I  had  taken  no 
interest  in  politics,  but  had  unconsciously  reflected  more  or  less 
the  decorous  Whiggism  which  had  always  surrounded  me.  I 
regarded  “the  poor”  as  folk  to  be  educated,  looked  after,  charita¬ 
bly  dealt  with,  and  always  treated  with  perfect  courtesy,  the  cour¬ 
tesy  being  due  from  me,  as  a  lady,  to  all  equally,  whether  they  were 
rich  or  poor.  But  to  Mr.  Roberts  “the  poor”  were  the  working- 
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bees,  the  wealth  producers,  with  a  right  to  self-rule,  not  to  look¬ 
ing  after,  with  a  right  to  justice,  not  to  charity,  and  he  preached 
his  doctrines  to  me  in  season  and  out  of  season.  I  was  a  pet  of  his, 
and  used  often  to  drive  him  to  his  office  in  the  morning,  glorying 
much  in  the  fact  that  my  skill  was  trusted  in  guiding  a  horse 
through  the  crowded  Manchester  streets.  During  these  drives,  and 
on  all  other  available  occasions,  Mr  Roberts  would  preach  to  me 
the  cause  of  the  people. 

Looking  Back:  A  Chronicle  of  Qrowing  Up  Old  in  the 
Sixties  (1973)  by  Joyce  Maynard  (1953-  ),  American  writer 

When  Mamard  was  eighteen  and  in  her  first  year  at  Yale  University, 
she  was  asked  to  write  a  cover  story  for  The  New  York  Times  magazine 
about  life  for  a  young  person  growing  up  in  the  sixties.  The  article 
made  such  an  impact  that  Maynard  was  asked  to  turn  the  essay  into  a 
full-length  book.  She  left  Yale  to  do  so  and  the  result  was  Looking 
Back,  which  has  been  described  as  the  first  “baby  boomer”  memoir.  In 
1998,  Maynard  published  as  second  memoir,  At  Home  in  the  World 
(1998),  including  chapters  on  her  relationship  with  the  American 
author  J.  D.  Salinger  which  was  taking  place  around  the  time  Looking 
Back  was  being  written. 

To  my  friend  Hanna,  at  five,  I  am  a  grown-up.  I  do  not  feel 
like  one — at  nineteen,  I’m  at  the  midway  point  between  the 
kindergartner  and  her  mother,  and  I  belong  to  neither  genera¬ 
tion — but  I  can  vote,  and  drink  in  New  York,  and  marry  without 
parental  consent  in  Mississippi,  and  get  a  life  sentence,  not 
reform  school,  if  I  shoot  someone  premeditatedly.  Walking  with 
Hanna  in  New  York,  and  keeping  to  the  inside,  as  the  guide¬ 
books  tell  me,  so  that  doorway  muggers  lunging  out  will  get  not 
her  but  me,  I’m  suddenly  aware  that,  of  the  two  of  us,  I  am  the 
adult,  the  one  whose  life  means  less,  because  I’ve  lived  more  of  it 
already;  I’ve  moved  from  my  position  as  protected  child  to  child 
protector;  I  am  the  holder  of  a  smaller  hand,  where,  just  ten  years 
ago,  my  hand  was  held  through  streets  whose  dangers  lay  not  in 
the  alleys  but  in  the  roads  themselves,  the  speeding  cars,  roaring 
motorcycles.  I  have  left  childhood,  and  though  I  longed  to  leave 
it,  when  being  young  meant  finishing  your  milk  and  missing 
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Twilight  Zone  on  TV  because  it  came  on  too  late,  now  that  it’s 
gone  I’m  uneasy.  Not  fear  of  death  yet  (I’m  still  young  enough  to 
feel  immortal)  or  worry  over  wrinkles  or  gray  hair,  but  a  sense 
that  the  fun  is  over  before  it  began,  that  I’m  old  before  my 
time — why  isn’t  someone  holding  my  hand  still,  protecting  me 
from  the  dangers  of  the  city,  guiding  me  home? 

I  remember  kneeling  on  the  seat  of  a  subway  car,  never 
bothering  to  count  the  stops  or  peer  through  all  those  shopping 
bags  and  knees  to  read  the  signs,  because  she  would  know  when 
to  get  off,  she’d  take  my  hand;  I  remember  looking  out  the  win¬ 
dow  to  see  the  sparks  fly,  underpants  exposed  to  all  the  rush- 
hour  travelers  and  never  worrying  that  they  could  see,  while  all 
around  me,  mothers  had  to  cross  their  legs  or  keep  their  knees 
together.  And  later,  driving  home,  leaning  against  my  mother’s 
shoulder  while  her  back  tensed  on  the  seat  and  her  eyes  stared 
out  at  the  yellow  lines,  it  was  so  nice  to  know  I  was  responsible 
for  nothing  more  than  brushing  my  teeth  when  we  got  home, 
and  not  even  that,  if  we  got  home  late  enough. 

Hanna  doesn’t  look  where  we’re  going,  never  bothers  to 
make  sure  she  can  find  her  way  home  again,  because  she  knows 
I  will  take  care  of  those  things,  and  though  I  feel  I  am  too  young 
to  be  so  old  in  anybody’s  eyes,  it’s  just  a  feeling,  not  a  fact.  When 
it  rains,  she  gets  the  plastic  rain  hat,  and  when  the  ball  of  ice 
cream  on  her  cone  falls  off,  I  give  her  mine.  But  if  Hanna  uses 
my  ice  cream  and  my  hat,  my  knowledge  of  the  subways  and  my 
hand,  well,  I  use  Hanna  too;  she’s  my  excuse  to  ride  the  Ferris 
wheel,  to  shop  for  dolls.  And  when  the  circus  comes  to  town — 
Ringling  Brothers,  no  less — and  I  take  her,  everything  evens  up. 
Walking  to  Madison  Square  Garden,  stepping  over  sidewalk 
lines  and  dodging  muggers,  she  is  my  escort  more  than  I  am  hers. 


Twenty 

Autobiography  (1873)  by  John  Stuart  Mill  (1806-1873), 
English  philosopher  and  political  economist 

As  he  describes  in  his  autobiography,  Mill  was  reading  Greek  at  age 
three  and  by  the  age  of  eight  he  had  absorbed  a  large  proportion  of  the 
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classics  and  English  history.  His  father  was  a  devotee  of  the  political 
thinker  Jeremy  Bentham,  and  the  young  Mill  was  brought  up  to  con¬ 
tinue  the  work  of  Bentham”s  staunch  utilitarianism.  But  when  he  was 
twenty,  Mill  entered  a  period  of  prolonged  dissatisfaction,  with  both 
himself  and  his  mentors — he  had  begun  to  immerse  himself  in  the 
Romantic  poets  and  writers,  and  together  with  his  natural  inclination 
for  enquiry,  this  led  him  to  a  period  of  crisis  that  lasted  from  1826  to 
1827,  described  below.  The  latter  part  of  the  Autobiography  deals  with 
his  relationship  with  the  social  reformer,  Harriet  Taylor,  whom  he 
married  in  1851. 

It  was  in  the  autumn  of  1826.  I  was  in  a  dull  state  of  nerves, 
such  as  everybody  is  occasionally  liable  to;  unsusceptible  to 
enjoyment  or  pleasurable  excitement;  one  of  those  moods 
when  what  is  pleasure  at  other  times,  becomes  insipid  or  indif¬ 
ferent;  the  state,  I  should  think,  in  which  converts  to 
Methodism  usually  are,  when  smitten  by  their  first  “conviction 
of  sin.”  In  this  frame  of  mind  it  occurred  to  me  to  put  the  ques¬ 
tion  directly  to  myself,  “Suppose  that  all  your  objects  in  life 
were  realized;  that  all  the  changes  in  institutions  and  opinions 
which  you  are  looking  forward  to,  could  be  completely  effected 
at  this  very  instant:  would  this  be  a  great  joy  and  happiness  to 
you?”  And  an  irrepressible  self-consciousness  distinctly 
answered,  “No!”  At  this  my  heart  sank  within  me:  the  whole 
foundation  on  which  my  life  was  constructed  fell  down.  All  my 
happiness  was  to  have  been  found  in  the  continual  pursuit  of 
this  end.  The  end  had  ceased  to  charm,  and  how  could  there 
ever  again  be  any  interest  in  the  means?  I  seemed  to  have  noth¬ 
ing  left  to  live  for. 

At  first  I  hoped  that  the  cloud  would  pass  away  of  itself;  but 
it  did  not.  A  night’s  sleep,  the  sovereign  remedy  for  the  smaller 
vexations  of  life,  had  no  effect  on  it.  I  awoke  to  a  renewed  con¬ 
sciousness  of  the  woeful  fact.  I  carried  it  with  me  into  all  com¬ 
panies,  into  all  occupations.  Hardly  anything  had  power  to 
cause  me  even  a  few  minutes’  oblivion  of  it.  For  some  months 
the  cloud  seemed  to  grow  thicker  and  thicker.  The  lines  in 
Coleridge’s  “Dejection” — I  was  not  then  acquainted  with 
them — exactly  describe  my  case: 
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A  grief  without  a  pang,  void,  dark  and  drear, 

A  drowsy,  stifled,  unimpassioned  grief , 

Which  finds  no  natural  outlet  or  relief 
In  word,  or  sigh,  or  tear. 

In  vain  I  sought  relief  from  my  favourite  books;  those  memo¬ 
rials  of  past  nobleness  and  greatness,  from  which  I  had  always 
hitherto  drawn  strength  and  animation.  I  read  them  now  with¬ 
out  feeling,  or  with  the  accustomed  feeling  minus  all  its  charm; 
and  I  became  persuaded,  that  my  love  of  mankind,  and  of  excel¬ 
lence  for  its  own  sake,  had  worn  itself  out.  I  sought  no  comfort 
by  speaking  to  others  of  what  I  felt.  If  I  had  loved  any  one  suffi¬ 
ciently  to  make  confiding  my  griefs  a  necessity,  I  should  not 
have  been  in  the  condition  I  was.  I  felt,  too,  that  mine  was  not 
an  interesting,  or  in  any  way  respectable  distress.  There  was 
nothing  in  it  to  attract  sympathy.  Advice,  if  I  had  known  where 
to  seek  it,  would  have  been  most  precious. 

“What  I  Saw  of  Shiloh”  (1881)  by  Ambrose  Bierce 
(1842-C.1914),  American  writer 

At  the  age  of  nineteen,  Bierce  enlisted  with  the  Union  army,  fighting 
in  some  of  the  bloodiest  battles  of  the  Civil  War.  The  author’s  extraor¬ 
dinary  depiction  of  the  1862  Battle  of  Shiloh  was  first  published  as  an 
article  in  1881  and  is  excerpted  below.  After  the  war,  Bierce  briefly 
worked  for  the  government,  before  beginning  to  write,  and  becoming 
a  successful  newspaper  editor.  He  is  perhaps  most  famous  for  his  bril¬ 
liantly  satirical  definitions  of  common  words  in  The  Devil’s  Dictionary 
(first  published  as  The  Cynic’s  Word  Book  in  1906).  The  circumstances 
of  Bierce’s  later  years  are  unknown.  In  1913,  he  disappeared  in 
Mexico,  where,  legend  has  it,  he  died  in  the  Mexican  Revolution. 

For  us  there  was  no  rest.  Foot  by  foot  we  moved  through  the 
dusky  fields,  we  knew  not  whither.  There  were  men  all  about 
us,  but  no  camp  fires;  to  have  made  a  blaze  would  have  been 
madness.  The  men  were  of  strange  regiments;  they  mentioned 
the  names  of  unknown  generals.  They  gathered  in  groups  by  the 
wayside,  asking  eagerly  our  numbers.  They  recounted  the 
depressing  incidents  of  the  day.  A  thoughtful  officer  shut  their 


218  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

mouths  with  a  sharp  word  as  he  passed;  a  wise  one  coming  after 
encouraged  them  to  repeat  their  doleful  tale  all  along  the  line. 

Hidden  in  hollows  and  behind  clumps  of  rank  brambles 
were  large  tents,  dimly  lighted  with  candles,  but  looking  com¬ 
fortable.  The  kind  of  comfort  they  supplied  was  indicated  by 
pairs  of  men  entering  and  reappearing,  bearing  litters;  by  low 
moans  from  within  and  by  long  rows  of  dead  with  covered  faces 
outside.  These  tents  were  constantly  receiving  the  wounded, 
yet  were  never  full;  they  were  continually  ejecting  the  dead,  yet 
were  never  empty.  It  was  as  if  the  helpless  had  been  carried  in 
and  murdered,  that  they  might  not  hamper  those  whose  busi¬ 
ness  it  was  to  fall  tomorrow. 

The  night  was  now  black-dark;  as  is  usual  after  a  battle,  it 
had  begun  to  rain.  Still  we  moved;  we  were  being  put  into 
position  by  somebody.  Inch  by  inch  we  crept  along,  treading 
on  one  another’s  heels  by  way  of  keeping  together. 
Commands  were  passed  along  the  line  in  whispers;  more  com¬ 
monly  none  were  given.  When  the  men  had  pressed  so  closely 
together  that  they  could  advance  no  farther,  they  stood  stock¬ 
still,  sheltering  the  locks  of  their  rifles  with  their  ponchos.  In 
this  position  many  fell  asleep.  When  those  in  front  suddenly 
stepped  away  those  in  the  rear,  roused  by  the  tramping,  has¬ 
tened  after  with  such  zeal  that  the  line  was  soon  choked 
again.  Evidently  the  head  of  the  division  was  being  piloted  at 
a  snail’s  pace  by  some  one  who  did  not  feel  sure  of  his  ground. 
Very  often  we  struck  our  feet  against  the  dead;  more  fre¬ 
quently  against  those  who  still  had  spirit  enough  to  resent  it 
with  a  moan.  These  were  lifted  carefully  to  one  side  and  aban¬ 
doned.  Some  had  sense  enough  to  ask  in  their  weak  way  for 
water.  Absurd!  Their  clothes  were  soaked,  their  hair  dank; 
their  white  faces,  dimly  discernible,  were  clammy  and  cold. 
Besides,  none  of  us  had  any  water.  There  was  plenty  coming, 
though,  for  before  midnight  a  thunderstorm  broke  upon  us 
with  great  violence.  The  rain,  which  had  for  hours  been  a  dull 
drizzle,  fell  with  a  copiousness  that  stifled  us;  we  moved  in 
running  water  up  to  our  ankles.  Happily,  we  were  in  a  forest 
of  great  trees  heavily  “decorated”  with  Spanish  moss,  or  with 
an  enemy  standing  to  his  guns  the  disclosures  of  the  lightning 
might  have  been  inconvenient.  As  it  was,  the  incessant  blaze 
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enabled  us  to  consult  our  watches  and  encouraged  us  by  dis¬ 
playing  our  numbers;  our  black,  sinuous  line,  creeping  like  a 
giant  serpent  beneath  the  trees,  was  apparently  interminable. 
I  am  almost  ashamed  to  say  how  sweet  I  found  the  compan¬ 
ionship  of  those  coarse  men. 

So  the  long  night  wore  away,  and  as  the  glimmer  of  morning 
crept  in  through  the  forest  we  found  ourselves  in  a  more  open 
country.  But  where?  Not  a  sign  of  battle  was  here.  The  trees 
were  neither  splintered  nor  scarred,  the  underbrush  was 
unmown,  the  ground  had  no  footprints  but  our  own.  It  was  as  if 
we  had  broken  into  glades  sacred  to  eternal  silence.  I  should  not 
have  been  surprised  to  see  sleek  leopards  come  fawning  about 
our  feet,  and  milk-white  deer  confront  us  with  human  eyes. 

A  few  inaudible  commands  from  an  invisible  leader  had 
placed  us  in  order  of  battle.  But  where  was  the  enemy?  Where, 
too,  were  the  riddled  regiments  that  we  had  come  to  save?  Had 
our  other  divisions  arrived  during  the  night  and  passed  the 
river  to  assist  us?  Or  were  we  to  oppose  our  paltry  five  thou¬ 
sand  breasts  to  an  army  flushed  with  victory?  What  protected 
our  right?  Who  lay  upon  our  left?  Was  there  really  anything  in 
our  front? 

There  came,  borne  to  us  on  the  raw  morning  air,  the  long 
weird  note  of  a  bugle.  It  was  directly  before  us.  It  rose  with  a 
low  clear,  deliberate  warble,  and  seemed  to  float  in  the  gray  sky 
like  the  note  of  a  lark.  The  bugle  calls  of  the  Federal  and 
Confederate  armies  were  the  same;  it  was  the  “assembly”!  As  it 
died  away  I  observed  that  the  atmosphere  had  suffered  a 
change;  despite  the  equilibrium  established  by  the  storm,  it  was 
electric.  Wings  were  growing  on  blistered  feet.  Bruised  muscles 
and  jolted  bones,  shoulders  pounded  by  the  cruel  knapsack, 
eyelids  leaden  from  lack  of  sleep — all  were  pervaded  by  the  sub¬ 
tle  fluid,  all  were  unconscious  of  their  clay.  The  men  thrust  for¬ 
ward  their  heads,  expanded  their  eyes  and  clenched  their  teeth. 
They  breathed  hard,  as  if  throttled  by  tugging  at  the  leash.  If 
you  had  laid  your  hand  in  the  beard  or  hair  of  one  of  these  men 
it  would  have  crackled  and  shot  sparks. 
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“Personal  Narrative”  (1765)  by  Jonathan  Edwards 
(1703-1758),  American  pastor  and  writer 

This  spiritual  autobiography  was  written  some  time  after  1739,  but 
never  published  in  Edwards’s  lifetime.  An  orthodox  Calvanist, 
Edwards  is  credited  with  beginning  the  religious  revival  that  spread 
throughout  Massachusetts  during  his  lifetime.  In  his  “Personal 
Narrative,”  he  describes  the  kind  of  deeply  felt  belief  he  encouraged 
in  his  parishioners — he  wanted  them  to  fully  immerse  themselves  in 
their  faith;  to  be  utterly  transformed  by  it.  Soon  after  being  dismissed 
by  his  congregation  of  twenty-five  years — he  had  criticized  prominent 
local  families  for  their  lack  of  religious  commitment — he  took  an 
inoculation  for  smallpox  and  died  from  the  disease.  His  life  story  was 
first  published  in  1765  in  a  collection  of  his  writings  entitled  The  Life 
and  Character  of  the  late  Rev.  Mr  Jonathan  Edwards. 

While  I  was  there  at  New  York,  I  sometimes  was  much 
affected  with  reflections  on  my  past  life,  considering  how 
late  it  was,  before  I  began  to  be  truly  religious;  and  how  wickedly 
I  had  lived  ’til  then;  and  once  so  as  to  weep  abundantly,  and  for 
a  considerable  time  together. 

On  January  12, 1722-3, 1  made  a  solemn  dedication  of  myself 
to  God,  and  wrote  it  down;  giving  up  myself,  and  all  that  I  had  to 
God;  to  be  for  the  future  in  no  respect  my  own;  to  act  as  one  that 
had  no  right  to  himself,  in  any  respect.  And  solemnly  vowed  to 
take  God  for  my  whole  portion  and  felicity,  looking  on  nothing 
else  as  any  part  of  my  happiness,  nor  acting  as  if  it  were;  and  His 
law  for  the  constant  rule  of  my  obedience,  engaging  to  fight  with 
all  my  might  against  the  world,  the  flesh  and  the  devil,  to  the  end 
of  my  life.  But  have  reason  to  be  infinitely  humbled,  when  I  con¬ 
sider,  how  much  I  have  failed  of  answering  my  obligation. 

I  had  then  abundance  of  sweet  religious  conversation  in  the 
family  where  I  lived,  with  Mr  John  Smith,  and  his  pious 
mother.  My  heart  was  knit  in  affection  to  those  in  whom  were 
appearances  of  true  piety,  and  I  could  bear  the  thoughts  of  no 
other  companions  but  such  as  were  holy,  and  the  disciples  of 
the  blessed  Jesus. 

I  had  great  longings  for  the  advancement  of  Christ’s  king¬ 
dom  in  the  world.  My  secret  prayer  used  to  be  in  great  part 
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taken  up  in  praying  for  it.  If  I  heard  the  least  hint  of  anything 
that  happened  in  any  part  of  the  world  that  appeared  to  me,  in 
some  respect  or  other,  to  have  a  favorable  aspect  on  the  inter¬ 
est  of  Christ’s  kingdom,  my  soul  eagerly  catched  at  it;  and  it 
would  much  animate  and  refresh  me.  I  used  to  be  earnest  to 
read  public  newsletters,  mainly  for  that  end,  to  see  if  I  could 
not  find  some  news  favorable  to  the  interest  of  religion  in  the 
world. 

I  very  frequently  used  to  retire  into  a  solitary  place,  on  the 
banks  of  Hudson’s  river,  at  some  distance  from  the  city,  for  con¬ 
templation  on  divine  things  and  secret  converse  with  God,  and 
had  many  sweet  hours  there.  Sometimes  Mr  Smith  and  I 
walked  there  together  to  converse  of  the  things  of  God,  and  our 
conversation  used  much  to  turn  on  the  advancement  of 
Christ’s  kingdom  in  the  world,  and  the  glorious  things  that 
God  would  accomplish  for  His  church  in  the  latter  days. 

I  had  then,  and  at  other  times,  the  greatest  delight  in  the 
holy  Scriptures,  of  any  book  whatsoever.  Oftentimes  in  reading 
it,  every  word  seemed  to  touch  my  heart.  I  felt  an  harmony 
between  something  in  my  heart,  and  those  sweet  and  powerful 
words.  I  seemed  often  to  see  so  much  light  exhibited  by  every 
sentence,  and  such  a  refreshing  ravishing  food  communicated, 
that  I  could  not  get  along  in  reading.  Used  oftentimes  to  dwell 
long  on  one  sentence,  to  see  the  wonders  contained  in  it;  and 
yet  almost  every  sentence  seemed  to  be  full  of  wonders. 

The  Book  of  Margery  Kempe  (1436-1438)  by  Margery 
Kempe  (C.1373-C.1439),  English  mystic 

Kempe’s  account  of  her  life  is  one  of  the  earliest  surviving  autobiogra¬ 
phies  in  the  English  language.  Parts  of  the  medieval  “boke”  were  pub¬ 
lished  in  pamphlet  form  around  1501,  but  the  full  manuscript  was  pre¬ 
sumed  missing  until  1934,  when  it  was  rediscovered.  Kempe  was  bom 
Margery  Brunham  in  King’s  Lynn,  Norfolk,  the  daughter  of  a  prosper¬ 
ous  middle-class  family.  After  her  marriage  in  1394,  she  endured  four¬ 
teen  pregnancies  and  terrible  illnesses,  as  well  as  powerful  religious 
visions,  the  first  of  which  is  described  below.  She  began  dictating  the 
story  of  her  life  in  the  early  1430s,  perhaps  to  one  of  her  sons  and  later 
to  a  priest.  She  refers  to  herself  as  “this  creature.” 
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When  this  creature  was  twenty  years  of  age,  or  some  deal 
more,  she  was  married  to  a  worshipful  burgess  (of  Lynne) 
and  was  with  child  within  a  short  time,  as  nature  would.  And 
after  she  had  conceived,  she  was  belaboured  with  great  accesses 
till  the  child  was  born  and  then,  what  with  the  labour  she  had 
in  childing,  and  the  sickness  going  before,  she  despaired  of  her 
life,  weening  she  might  not  live.  And  then  she  sent  for  her 
ghostly  father,  for  she  had  a  thing  on  her  conscience  which  she 
had  never  shewn  before  that  time  in  all  her  life.  For  she  was 
ever  hindered  by  her  enemy,  the  devil,  evermore  saying  to  her 
that  whilst  she  was  in  good  health  she  needed  no  confession, 
but  to  do  penance  by  herself  alone  and  all  should  be  forgiven, 
for  God  is  merciful  enough.  And  therefore  this  creature  often¬ 
times  did  great  penance  in  fasting  on  bread  and  water,  and 
other  deeds  of  alms  with  devout  prayers,  save  she  would  not 
shew  that  in  confession. 

And  when  she  was  at  any  time  sick  or  dis-eased,  the  devil 
said  in  her  mind  that  she  should  be  damned  because  she  was 
not  shriven  of  that  default.  Wherefore  after  her  child  was  born, 
she,  not  trusting  to  live,  sent  for  her  ghostly  father,  as  is  said 
before,  in  full  will  to  be  shriven  of  all  her  lifetime,  as  near  as  she 
could.  And  when  she  came  to  the  point  for  to  say  that  thing 
which  she  had  so  long  concealed,  her  confessor  was  a  little  too 
hasty  and  began  sharply  to  reprove  her,  before  she  had  fully  said 
her  intent,  and  so  she  would  no  more  say  for  aught  he  might  do. 
Anon,  for  the  dread  she  had  of  damnation  on  the  one  side,  and 
his  sharp  reproving  of  her  on  the  other  side,  this  creature  went 
out  of  her  mind  and  was  wondrously  vexed  and  laboured  with 
spirits  for  half  a  year,  eight  weeks  and  odd  days. 

And  in  this  time  she  saw,  as  she  thought,  devils  opening 
their  mouths  all  inflamed  with  burning  waves  of  fire,  as  if  they 
would  have  swallowed  her  in,  sometimes  ramping  at  her,  some¬ 
times  threatening  her,  pulling  her  and  hauling  her,  night  and 
day  during  the  aforesaid  time.  Also  the  devils  cried  upon  her 
with  great  threatenings,  and  bade  her  that  she  should  forsake 
Christendom,  her  faith,  and  deny  her  God,  His  Mother  and  all 
the  Saints  in  Heaven,  her  good  works  and  all  good  virtues,  her 
father,  her  mother  and  all  her  friends.  And  so  she  did.  She  slan¬ 
dered  her  husband,  her  friends  and  her  own  self.  She  said  many 
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a  wicked  word,  and  many  a  cruel  word;  she  knew  no  virtue  nor 
goodness;  she  desired  all  wickedness;  like  as  the  spirits  tempted 
her  to  say  and  do,  so  she  said  and  did.  She  would  have 
destroyed  herself  many  a  time  at  their  stirrings  and  have  been 
damned  with  them  in  Hell,  and  in  witness  thereof,  she  bit  her 
own  hand  so  violently,  that  the  mark  was  seen  all  her  life  after. 

And  also  she  rived  the  skin  on  her  body  against  her  heart 
with  her  nails  spitefully,  for  she  had  no  other  instruments,  and 
worse  she  would  have  done,  but  that  she  was  bound  and  kept 
with  strength  day  and  night  so  that  she  might  not  have  her 
will.  And  when  she  had  long  been  laboured  in  these  and  many 
other  temptations,  so  that  men  weened  she  should  never  have 
escaped  or  lived,  then  on  a  time  as  she  lay  alone  and  her  keep- 
ers  were  from  her,  Our  Merciful  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  ever  to  be 
trusted,  worshiped  be  His  Name,  never  forsaking  His  servant  in 
time  of  need,  appeared  to  His  creature  who  had  forsaken  Him, 
in  the  likeness  of  a  man,  most  seemly,  most  beauteous  and  most 
amiable  that  ever  might  be  seen  with  man’s  eye,  clad  in  a  man¬ 
tle  of  purple  silk,  sitting  upon  her  bedside,  looking  upon  her 
with  so  blessed  a  face  that  she  was  strengthened  in  all  her  spirit, 
and  said  to  her  these  words: 

“Daughter,  why  hast  thou  forsaken  Me,  and  I  forsook  never 
thee?” 

And  anon,  as  He  said  these  words,  she  saw  verily  how  the 
air  opened  as  bright  as  any  lightning.  And  He  rose  up  into  the 
air,  not  right  hastily  and  quickly,  but  fair  and  easily,  so  that  she 
might  well  behold  Him  in  the  air  till  it  was  closed  again. 

And  anon  this  creature  became  calmed  in  her  wits  and  rea¬ 
son,  as  well  as  ever  she  was  before,  and  prayed  her  husband  as 
soon  as  he  came  to  her,  that  she  might  have  the  keys  of  the  but¬ 
tery  to  take  her  meat  and  drink  as  she  had  done  before.  Her 
maidens  and  her  keepers  counselled  him  that  he  should  deliver 
her  no  keys,  as  they  said  she  would  but  give  away  such  goods  as 
there  were,  for  she  knew  not  what  she  said,  as  they  weened. 

Nevertheless,  her  husband  ever  having  tenderness  and  com¬ 
passion  for  her,  commanded  that  they  should  deliver  to  her  the 
keys;  and  she  took  her  meat  and  drink  as  her  bodily  strength 
would  serve  her,  and  knew  her  friends  and  her  household  and  all 
others  that  came  to  see  how  Our  Lord  Jesus  Christ  had  wrought 
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His  grace  in  her,  so  blessed  may  He  be,  Who  ever  is  near  in  tribu¬ 
lation.  When  men  think  He  is  far  from  them,  He  is  full  near  by 
His  grace.  Afterwards,  this  creature  did  all  other  occupations  as 
fell  to  her  to  do,  wisely  and  soberly  enough,  save  she  knew  not 
verily  the  call  of  Our  Lord. 

“Recollections  of  the  Development  of  My  Mind  and 
Character”  (1876)  by  Charles  Darwin  (1809-1882), 
English  naturalist 

When  he  was  sixty-seven,  Darwin  decided  to  set  down  a  record  of  his 
life  for  his  children  and  grandchildren.  His  intention  was  that  the 
writings  would  remain  private,  but  after  his  death,  his  family  pub¬ 
lished  them  in  a  highly  edited  version.  In  1958  Darwin’s  granddaugh¬ 
ter  republished  them  in  complete  form.  “Recollections”  includes  the 
great  naturalist’s  descriptions  of  his  schooldays,  his  youthful  passion 
for  collecting,  as  well  as  his  time  at  Cambridge  University,  where  his 
father  hoped  he  would  prepare  for  a  vocation  in  the  clergy.  After 
Cambridge,  at  the  age  of  only  twenty-two,  Darwin  set  sail  aboard  the 
HMS  Beagle  as  a  naturalist,  bound  for  South  America,  where  he 
would  make  the  discoveries  that  formed  the  foundation  for  his  theo¬ 
ries  of  evolution. 

Although  as  we  shall  presently  see  there  were  some  redeem¬ 
ing  features  in  my  life  at  Cambridge,  my  time  was  sadly 
wasted  there  and  worse  than  wasted.  From  my  passion  for  shoot¬ 
ing  and  for  hunting  and  when  this  failed  for  riding  across  country 
I  got  into  a  sporting  set,  including  some  dissipated  low-minded 
young  men.  We  used  often  to  dine  together  in  the  evening, 
though  these  dinners  often  included  men  of  a  higher  stamp,  and 
we  sometimes  drank  too  much,  with  jolly  singing  and  playing  at 
cards  afterwards.  I  know  that  I  ought  to  feel  ashamed  of  days  and 
evenings  thus  spent,  but  as  some  of  my  friends  were  very  pleasant 
and  we  were  all  in  the  highest  spirits,  I  cannot  help  looking  back 
to  these  times  with  much  pleasure. 

But  I  am  glad  to  think  that  I  had  many  other  friends  of  a 
widely  different  nature.  I  was  very  intimate  with  Whitley,  who 
was  afterwards  Senior  Wrangler,  and  we  used  continually  to  take 
long  walks  together.  He  inoculated  me  with  a  taste  for  pictures 
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and  good  engravings,  of  which  I  bought  some.  I  frequently  went 
to  the  Fitzwilliam  Gallery,  and  my  taste  must  have  been  fairly 
good,  for  I  certainly  admired  the  best  pictures,  which  I  discussed 
with  the  old  curator.  I  read  also  with  much  interest  Sir  J. 
Reynolds’s  book.  This  taste,  though  not  natural  to  me,  lasted  for 
several  years  and  many  of  the  pictures  in  the  National  Gallery  in 
London  gave  me  much  pleasure;  that  of  Sebastian  del  Piombo 
exciting  in  me  a  sense  of  sublimity. 

I  also  got  into  a  musical  set,  I  believe  by  means  of  my  warm¬ 
hearted  friend  Herbert,  who  took  a  high  wrangler’s  degree. 
From  associating  with  these  men  and  hearing  them  play,  I 
acquired  a  strong  taste  for  music,  and  used  very  often  to  time 
my  walks  so  as  to  hear  on  week  days  the  anthem  in  King’s 
College  Chapel.  This  gave  me  intense  pleasure,  so  that  my 
backbone  would  sometimes  shiver.  I  am  sure  that  there  was  no 
affectation  or  mere  imitation  in  this  taste,  for  I  used  generally 
to  go  by  myself  to  King’s  College,  and  I  sometimes  hired  the 
chorister  boys  to  sing  in  my  rooms.  Nevertheless,  I  am  so 
utterly  destitute  of  an  ear,  that  I  cannot  perceive  a  discord,  or 
keep  time  and  hum  a  tune  correctly;  and  it  is  a  mystery  how  I 
could  possibly  have  derived  pleasure  from  music. 

My  musical  friends  soon  perceived  my  state,  and  sometimes 
amused  themselves  by  making  me  pass  an  examination,  which 
consisted  in  ascertaining  how  many  tunes  I  could  recognize, 
when  they  were  played  rather  more  quickly  or  slowly  than 
usual.  “God  Save  the  King”  when  thus  played  was  a  sore  puzzle. 
There  was  another  man  with  almost  as  bad  an  ear  as  I  had,  and 
strange  to  say  he  played  a  little  on  the  flute.  Once  I  had  the  tri¬ 
umph  of  beating  him  in  one  of  our  musical  examinations. 

But  no  pursuit  at  Cambridge  was  followed  with  nearly  so 
much  eagerness  or  gave  me  so  much  pleasure  as  collecting  bee¬ 
tles.  It  was  the  mere  passion  for  collecting,  for  I  did  not  dissect 
them  and  rarely  compared  their  external  characters  with  pub¬ 
lished  descriptions,  but  got  them  named  anyhow.  I  will  give 
proof  of  my  zeal:  one  day,  on  tearing  off  some  old  bark,  I  saw 
two  rare  beetles  and  seized  one  in  each  hand;  then  I  saw  a  third 
and  new  kind,  which  I  could  not  bear  to  lose,  so  that  I  popped 
the  one  which  I  held  in  my  right  hand  into  my  mouth.  Alas  it 
ejected  some  intensely  acrid  fluid,  which  burnt  my  tongue  so 
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that  I  was  forced  to  spit  the  beetle  out,  which  was  lost,  as  well 
as  the  third  one. 

Wild  Swans:  Three  Daughters  of  China  (1991)  by  Jung 
Chang  (1952-  ),  Chinese  writer  and  academic 

Wild  Swans  tells  the  story  not  only  of  its  author,  but  also  of  her  grand¬ 
mother  and  mother.  Written  in  English,  Chang  takes  her  readers  on  a 
journey  that  begins  in  1909  with  the  birth  of  her  grandmother,  and 
spans  almost  seventy  years  of  Chinese  history.  Chang  herself  served  in 
Chairman  Mao’s  Red  Guard  before  going  on  to  study  English  at 
Sichuan  University,  where  she  developed  a  love  of  illicit  foreign  liter¬ 
ature.  In  1978,  Chang  left  China  to  study  in  England,  where  she 
became  the  first  person  from  the  People’s  Republic  of  China  to  receive 
a  British  PhD. 

I  benefited  enormously  from  my  ability  to  read  English,  as 
although  the  university  library  had  been  looted  during  the 
Cultural  Revolution,  most  of  the  books  it  had  lost  had  been  in 
Chinese.  Its  extensive  English-language  collection  had  been 
turned  upside  down,  but  was  still  largely  intact. 

The  librarians  were  delighted  that  these  books  were  being 
read,  especially  by  a  student,  and  were  extremely  helpful.  The 
index  system  had  been  thrown  into  chaos,  and  they  dug 
through  piles  of  books  to  find  the  ones  I  wanted.  It  was  through 
the  efforts  of  these  kind  young  men  and  women  that  I  laid  my 
hands  on  some  English  classics.  Louisa  May  Alcott’s  Little 
Women  was  the  first  novel  I  read  in  English.  I  found  women 
writers  like  her,  Jane  Austen,  and  the  Bronte  sisters  much  eas¬ 
ier  to  read  than  male  authors  like  Dickens,  and  I  also  felt  more 
empathy  with  their  characters.  I  read  a  brief  history  of 
European  and  American  literature,  and  was  enormously 
impressed  by  the  Greek  tradition  of  democracy,  Renaissance 
humanism,  and  the  Enlightenment’s  questioning  of  everything. 
When  I  read  in  Gulliver’s  Travels  about  the  emperor  who  “pub¬ 
lished  an  Edict,  commanding  all  his  Subjects,  upon  great 
Penalties,  to  break  the  smaller  End  of  their  Eggs,  I  wondered  if 
Swift  had  been  to  China.  My  joy  at  the  sensation  of  my  mind 
opening  up  and  expanding  was  beyond  description. 
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Being  alone  in  the  library  was  heaven  for  me.  My  heart  would 
leap  as  I  approached  it,  usually  at  dusk,  anticipating  the  pleasure 
of  solitude  with  my  books,  the  outside  world  ceasing  to  exist.  As 
I  hurried  up  the  flight  of  stairs,  into  the  pastiche  classical-style 
building,  the  smell  of  old  books  long  stored  in  airless  rooms  would 
give  me  tremors  of  excitement,  and  I  would  hate  the  stairs  for 
being  too  long. 

With  the  help  of  dictionaries  which  some  professors  lent 
me,  I  became  acquainted  with  Longfellow,  Walt  Whitman,  and 
American  history.  I  memorized  the  whole  of  the  Declaration  of 
Independence,  and  my  heart  swelled  at  the  words,  “We  hold 
these  truths  to  be  self-evident,  that  all  men  are  created  equal,” 
and  those  about  men’s  “unalienable  Rights”,  among  them 
“Liberty  and  the  pursuit  of  Happiness.”  These  concepts  were 
unheard  of  in  China,  and  opened  up  a  marvelous  new  world  for 
me.  My  notebooks,  which  I  kept  with  me  at  all  times,  were  full 
of  passages  like  these,  passionately  and  tearfully  copied  out. 

Me:  Stories  of  My  Life  (1991)  by  Katharine  Hepburn 
(1907-2003),  American  film  actor 

Hepburn’s  autobiography,  published  when  she  was  eighty-four,  is  writ¬ 
ten  in  unmistakably  clipped  Hepburnian  tones — a  voice  once 
described  by  Tallulah  Bankhead  as  sounding  like  “nickels  dropping  in 
a  slot  machine.”  In  it,  she  describes  her  upper-middle-class  New 
England  upbringing  as  well  as  her  long  and  legendary  acting  career, 
beginning  after  her  graduation  from  Bryn  Mawr  college  in  1928  with 
stage  performances  in  Baltimore.  Her  first  film,  A  Bill  Of  Divorcement, 
appeared  in  1932  and  she  went  on  to  make  a  further  forty- two  screen 
appearances,  including  those  in  which  she  was  paired  with  her  great 
love,  Spencer  Tracy.  She  continued  to  act  into  her  eighties. 

Before  my  senior  year  ended,  I  had  made  friends  with  a  man 
named  Jack  Clarke,  who  lived  in  a  house  next  door  to  the 
college  campus.  His  best  friend  was  Ludlow  Ogden  Smith.  Jack 
had  several  friends  in  the  theatre  and  he  happened  to  know 
Edwin  Knopf,  who  ran  a  theatre  company — a  very  good  one, 
with  big  stars — in  Baltimore.  Mary  Boland,  Kenneth  MacKenna, 
Eliot  Cabot.  I  got  him  to  give  me  a  letter  to  Knopf,  and  one 
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weekend  Lib  Rhett  and  I  drove  over  to  Baltimore.  My  mother’s 
sister  Edith  Houghton  Hooker  lived  there.  I  went  to  see  Knopf 
and  he  said,  “Well,  write  me  a  note  when  you  finish  college.” 

I  finished  college. 

Dad  always  said  if  you  want  to  get  something,  don’t  write. 
Don’t  telephone.  Be  there  yourself.  In  person.  Harder  to  turn 
down  a  living  presence. 

So  I  did.  My  aunt  and  her  family  had  left  Baltimore  and 
gone  to  Maine  for  the  summer,  so  I  stayed  at  the  Bryn  Mawr 
Club.  It,  too,  was  half  closed,  but  they  let  me  stay  in  their 
cheaper  room,  in  a  hall  bedroom.  On  an  air  shaft.  High  ceil¬ 
ings,  very  dark  and  scary.  Not  too  far  from  theatre.  I  was  too  shy 
to  go  into  a  restaurant.  I’d  hardly  ever  been  in  a  restaurant,  in 
fact.  And  certainly  not  alone.  My  great  friend  Bob  McKnight, 
who  had  a  car  (you  see  how  wise  I  was  in  picking  friends),  had 
come  with  me.  He  was  on  his  way  to  Rome  to  study  sculpture. 
He’d  won  a  Prix  de  Rome.  He  lived  there  with  me.  And  we’d 
get  food  from  a  delicatessen.  It  was  all  very  innocent.  We  were 
both  wildly  ambitious  and  thrilled  with  life  and  its  possibilities. 
We  weren’t  wasting  our  strength  rolling  around.  It  was  all  or 
nothing  for  me  me  me.  With  each  of  us.  Don’t  get  sidetracked. 
We  protected  each  other. 

I  went  to  see  Eddy  Knopf.  I  found  my  way  in  from  the  front. 

I  didn’t  even  know  there  was  such  a  thing  as  a  stage  door.  I  heard 
voices.  It  sounded  like  a  rehearsal.  I  opened  a  door  so  that  I  could 
see  the  stage.  It  was  a  rehearsal.  I  crept  in  and  sat  in  a  back  row 
like  a  mouse.  An  hour  passed.  I  needed  to  go  to  the  bathroom. 
Finally  I  had  to  go  to  the  bathroom.  The  whole  theatre  away 
from  the  stage  area  was  as  black  as  pitch.  I  felt  my  way  around 
the  lobby — down  a  stairway  into  another  lobby.  And  finally  a 
john.  Then  I  found  my  way  out  and  went  back  to  my  spot. 
Another  hour.  Even  a  third.  Then  all  of  a  sudden  it  was  over. 
They  were  finishing.  The  lights  in  the  auditorium  came  on. 

Eddie  Knopf  saw  me.  He  walked  up  the  aisle.  Stopped  by  me 
and  said,  “Oh — you — yes,  report  for  rehearsal  Monday — eleven 
o’clock.” 

And  he  was  gone. 

My  God!  I  had  a  job!  He  gave  me  a  job!  He  knew  me!  He 
gave  me  a  job!  That  Monday  I  walked  into  his  office  at  ten- 
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forty-five.  “I’m  here  for  rehearsal.”  “You’re  in  the  wrong  place.” 

It  was  thus  I  learned  about  the  stage  door. 

Story  of  My  Life  (1789-1792)  by  Giacomo  Casanova 
(1725-1798),  Italian  writer  and  adventurer 

Casanova  parents  were  Venetian  actors  who  wanted  him  to  become  a 
priest.  After  studying  law,  working  in  the  clergy,  and  serving  in  the 
Venetian  army,  Casanova  briefly  made  his  living  as  a  violinist. 
Throughout  his  life  he  resisted  limiting  himself  to  one  occupation.  He 
wrote  poetry,  fiction,  and  history;  he  worked  as  a  secretary,  a  translator, 
a  spy,  a  diplomat,  and  an  entrepreneur,  and  still  found  time  to  seduce 
scores  of  women.  A  nomad  by  nature,  he  exiled  himself  to  Paris  after  he 
escaped  from  a  Venetian  prison  in  1755.  At  the  age  of  nearly  sixty,  he 
finally  settled  down,  accepting  the  post  of  librarian  at  the  castle  of  a 
Bohemian  count  where  he  began  to  write  his  memoirs  in  his  adopted 
language  of  French. 

After  an  education  designed  to  lead  me  to  an  honourable 
position  appropriate  to  a  young  man  with  a  good  grounding 
in  literature  and  with  the  happy  qualities  of  spirit  and  accidents 
of  person,  that  always  and  everywhere  make  an  impression,  here 
I  was  despite  this,  at  the  age  of  twenty,  evolved  into  the  lowly 
agent  of  a  sublime  art,  in  which  those  who  excel  are  admired  and 
those  who  are  mediocre  are  rightly  despised.  I  became  a  player  in 
a  theatre  orchestra,  where  I  could  demand  neither  esteem  nor 
consideration  and  where  I  even  had  to  expect  to  be  the  laugh¬ 
ing-stock  of  those  who  had  known  me  as  a  doctor,  then  clergy¬ 
man,  then  military  man,  and  had  seen  me  welcomed  and  feted  at 
fine  and  noble  gatherings. 

I  understood  all  this;  but  the  scorn,  to  which  I  could  not 
have  remained  indifferent,  was  not  immediately  apparent.  I 
defied  it,  because  I  knew  it  was  due  only  to  cowardice,  and  I 
could  not  reproach  myself  for  that  in  any  way.  As  far  as  esteem 
was  concerned,  I  was  letting  my  ambition  rest  a  while.  Happy  to 
belong  to  no  one,  I  was  going  about  my  business  without  becom¬ 
ing  worried  about  the  future.  Forced  to  join  the  clergy,  and  pow¬ 
erless  to  succeed  without  becoming  a  hypocrite,  I  would  have 
despised  myself  had  I  stayed  the  course;  and  pursuing  my  career 
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in  the  military  would  have  required  a  patience  that  I  knew  I  did 
not  have.  It  seemed  to  me  that  the  position  in  which  I  engaged 
in  should  provide  me  with  enough  of  a  living,  and  the  compen¬ 
sation  I  would  have  received,  for  serving  with  the  troops  of  the 
Republic,  would  not  have  been  enough;  because  my  needs  were, 
thanks  to  my  education,  greater  than  those  of  another.  By  play¬ 
ing  the  violin  I  earned  enough  to  take  care  of  myself  without 
depending  on  anyone  else.  Happy  are  they  who  take  pride  in  their 
self-sufficiency.  My  work  was  not  noble,  but  I  did  not  care.  In 
treating  everything  with  prejudice,  I  took  on  all  the  habits  of  my 
lowly  comrades  in  no  time.  After  the  performance,  I  went  to  the 
tavern  with  them,  and  we  would  leave  drunk  to  spend  the  night 
in  houses  of  ill  repute.  When  we  found  them  occupied,  we 
threw  out  the  occupants  and  we  denied  the  unfortunate  crea¬ 
tures  that  we  had  subjected  to  our  brutality  the  small  recom¬ 
pense  that  the  law  accords  them.  For  this  violence  we  often 
exposed  ourselves  to  the  most  obvious  risks. 

We  often  spent  the  night  strolling  around  the  various 
neighbourhoods  of  the  town  inventing  and  executing  every 
imaginable  prank.  We  amused  ourselves  by  untying  the  gondo¬ 
las  from  the  moorings  of  particular  houses,  and  then  would  let 
them  drift  with  the  current  from  one  side  to  the  other  of  the 
Grand  Canal,  delighting  in  the  curses  uttered  by  the  gondoliers 
in  the  morning  when  they  could  not  find  their  gondolas  where 
they  had  tethered  them. 

We  often  went  to  wake  up  the  midwives,  making  them  dress 
and  come  down  to  help  women  give  birth  who,  on  their  arrival, 
called  them  mad.  We  did  the  same  with  the  most  famous  doc¬ 
tors,  disturbing  them  from  rest  to  make  them  visit  lords  whom 
we  announced  had  been  struck  down  with  apoplexy;  and  we 
made  priests  get  up  out  of  bed  to  go  and  pray  for  the  souls  of  peo¬ 
ple  who  were  quite  healthy,  and  whom  we  had  said  were  dying. 

On  every  street  we  went  down  we  would  pitilessly  cut  the 
ropes  to  the  doorbells  which  hang  by  the  doors  to  the  houses; 
and  when  by  chance  we  found  a  door  open  because  someone 
had  forgotten  to  close  it,  we  climbed  the  stairs  quietly  and  we 
surprised  the  people  who  slept  inside,  warning  them  that  their 
front  door  was  open.  Afterwards  we  left  quickly,  leaving  the 
doors  open  exactly  as  we  had  found  them. 
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One  very  dark  night  we  decided  to  destroy  a  large  slab  of 
marble  that  was  a  sort  of  monument.  This  slab  of  marble  was 
located  almost  in  the  middle  of  the  Campo  Sant’  Angelo.  It 
was  said  that  during  the  war  which  the  Republic  waged  against 
the  League  of  Cambrai,  the  commissioners  had  paid  the 
recruits  who  signed  up  to  serve  St.  Mark  from  this  table. 

When  we  could  get  into  the  bell  towers,  we  took  great 
pleasure  in  scaring  the  wits  out  of  the  whole  parish  by  ringing 
the  bell  used  to  warn  of  fires,  or  else  to  cut  through  the  bell 
ropes.  When  we  crossed  over  to  the  other  side  of  the  canal, 
instead  of  all  going  in  one  gondola,  each  one  of  us  took  one  and 
when  we  got  to  the  other  side,  we  would  all  run  off  to  make  the 
unpaid  oarsmen  follow  us. 

The  whole  town  complained  about  these  night-time  pranks 
and  we  didn’t  care  about  the  investigations  made  to  track  down 
the  people  who  were  disturbing  of  the  public  peace. 

The  Confessions  (1782-1789)  by  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau 

(1712-1778),  French  philosopher 

See  description  on  page  thirty-eight. 

These  long  details  of  my  early  youth  will  have  seemed  really 
rather  childish  and  I  am  annoyed  about  it:  though  bom  a 
man  in  certain  respects,  I  was  a  child  for  a  long  time  and  I  still  am 
in  many  others.  I  have  not  promised  to  offer  the  public  a  great 
personality;  I  have  promised  to  portray  myself  as  I  am;  and,  to 
know  me  in  my  advanced  age,  you  must  know  me  well  in  my 
youth.  As,  in  general,  objects  make  less  of  an  impression  on  me 
than  does  their  memory,  and  as  all  my  ideas  are  in  the  form  of 
images,  the  first  traces  that  engraved  themselves  in  my  mind  have 
stayed  there,  and  those  that  imprinted  themselves  later  on  have 
rather  combined  themselves  more  than  erased  them.  There  has 
been  a  certain  succession  of  affections  and  ideas  that  modify  those 
that  follow  them,  and  that  you  must  know  to  judge  me  properly. 

I  devote  myself  to  developing  those  first  causes  thoroughly  in 
every  instance  so  that  the  chain  of  effects  can  be  felt.  I  wanted  to 
be  able  to  make  my  soul  transparent  to  the  eyes  of  the  reader  in 
some  way,  and  for  that  purpose  I  am  trying  to  show  it  to  him  from 
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every  point  of  view,  in  every  light,  by  writing  in  such  a  way  that 
no  movement  might  happen  without  him  noticing,  and  being 
able  to  judge  for  himself  the  principle  that  produces  them. 

If  I  took  responsibility  for  the  result  and  I  told  him,  “Such 
was  my  nature,”  he  might  believe  that  I  was  misleading  him,  or 
at  least  that  I  was  deceiving  myself.  But  in  detailing  for  him  in 
simple  terms  everything  that  happened  to  me,  everything  I  have 
done,  everything  I  thought,  everything  I  felt,  I  cannot  lead  him 
astray,  unless  I  want  to;  and  even  when  I  want  to,  I  would  not 
easily  manage  to.  It  is  up  to  him  to  assemble  these  elements  and 
to  determine  the  being  that  they  compose:  the  result  should  be 
his  work;  if  he  is  wrong,  then  the  error  will  be  entirely  his  doing. 
Thus,  it  is  not  sufficient  for  this  end  that  my  tales  be  faithful, 
they  must  also  be  exact.  It  is  not  for  me  to  judge  the  importance 
of  the  fact,  I  have  to  relate  them  all,  and  leave  to  him  the  trou¬ 
ble  of  choosing.  It  is  to  this  that  I  have  applied  myself  up  to  this 
point  with  all  my  courage,  and  I  will  not  let  up  from  now  on. 
But  the  memories  of  my  middle  age  are  always  less  vivid  than 
those  of  my  earliest  youth.  I  have  begun  by  drawing  the  best  part 
possible  from  them.  If  the  other  memories  return  to  me  with  the 
same  force,  impatient  readers  may  perhaps  get  bored,  but  I  will 
not  be  unhappy  with  my  work.  I  have  only  one  thing  to  fear  in 
this  enterprise:  it  is  not  that  I  might  say  too  much  or  tell  lies,  but 
that  I  might  not  say  everything  and  keep  truths  quiet. 


The  Middle 

Ages  Twenty -one  through  Fifty^nine 


“A  hundred  more  suchlike  modest  memories  breathe  upon  me,  each 
with  its  own  dim  little  plea,  as  I  turn  to  face  them,  but  my  idea  is  to 
deal  somehow  more  conveniently  with  the  whole  gathered  mass  of  my 
subsequent  impressions  in  this  order,  a  fruitage  that  I  feel  to  have  been 
only  too  abundantly  stored.  Half  a  dozen  of  those  of  a  larger  and  more 
immediate  dignity,  incidents  more  particularly  of  the  rather  invidiously 
so-called  social  contact,  pull  my  sleeve  as  I  pass;  but  the  long,  backward- 
drawn  train  of  the  later  life  drags  them  along  with  it,  lost  and  smothered 
in  its  spread  ...” 


Henry  James,  The  Middle  Years,  1916 
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Twenty-one 

The  Prime  of  Life  (i960)  by  Simone  De  Beauvoir 
(1908-1986),  French  writer  and  feminist 

De  Beauvoir’s  four- volume  autobiographical  project  began  with  the 
publication  ofher  Memoirs  of  a  Dutiful  Daughter  (1958) — dealing  with 
her  childhood  and  youth  in  Paris — continuing  with  The  Prime  of  Life, 
about  the  time  after  her  graduation  from  the  sorbonne  in  1927.  Taken 
as  a  whole,  de  Beauvoir’s  autobiography  provides  a  remarkable 
account  of  a  woman  who,  despite  the  strictures  ofher  times,  was  deter¬ 
mined  to  be  a  writer,  an  intellectual,  and  to  remain  free  (although  her 
lifelong  companion  Jean-Paul  Sartre  proposed,  he  was  refused,  and  de 
Beauvoir  never  married).  Her  most  famous  work,  The  Second  Sex 
(1949)  remains  a  classic  of  feminist  literature. 

The  most  intoxicating  aspect  of  my  return  to  Paris  in 
September,  1929,  was  the  freedom  I  now  possessed.  I  had 
dreamed  of  it  since  childhood,  when  I  played  with  my  sister  at 
being  a  “grown-up”  girl.  I  have  recorded  elsewhere  my  passionate 
longing  for  it  as  a  student.  Now,  suddenly,  it  was  mine.  I  was 
astonished  to  find  an  effortless  buoyancy  in  all  my  movements. 
From  the  moment  I  opened  my  eyes  every  morning  I  was  lost  in 
a  transport  of  delight.  When  I  was  about  twelve  I  had  suffered 
through  not  having  a  private  retreat  of  my  own  at  home.  Leafing 
through  Mon  Journal  I  had  found  a  story  about  an  English  school¬ 
girl,  and  gazed  enviously  at  the  coloured  illustration  portraying 
her  room.  There  was  a  desk,  and  a  divan,  and  shelves  filled  with 
books.  Here,  within  these  gaily  painted  walls,  she  read  and 
worked  and  drank  tea,  with  no  one  watching  her — how  envious 
I  felt!  For  the  first  time  ever  I  had  glimpsed  a  more  fortunate  way 
of  life  than  my  own.  And  now,  at  long  last,  I  too  had  a  room  to 
myself.  My  grandmother  had  stripped  her  drawing  room  of  all  its 
armchairs,  occasional  tables,  and  knickknacks.  I  had  bought 
some  unpainted  furniture,  and  my  sister  had  helped  me  to  give  it 
a  coat  of  brown  varnish.  I  had  a  table,  two  chairs,  a  large  chest 
which  served  both  as  a  seat  and  as  a  hold- all,  shelves  for  my 
books.  I  papered  the  walls  orange,  and  got  a  divan  to  match. 
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From  my  fifth-floor  balcony  I  looked  out  over  the  Lion  of  Belfort 
and  the  plane  trees  on  the  Rue  Denfert-Rochereau.  I  kept  myself 
warm  with  an  evil-smelling  kerosene  stove.  Somehow  its  stink 
seemed  to  protect  my  solitude,  and  I  loved  it.  It  was  wonderful  to 
be  able  to  shut  my  door  and  keep  my  daily  life  free  of  other  peo¬ 
ple’s  inquisitiveness.  For  a  long  time  I  remained  indifferent  to  the 
decor  of  my  surroundings.  Possibly  because  of  that  picture  in 
Mon  Journal  I  preferred  rooms  that  offered  me  a  divan  and  book¬ 
shelves,  but  I  was  prepared  to  put  up  with  any  sort  of  retreat  in  a 
pinch.  To  have  a  door  that  I  could  shut  was  still  the  height  of 
bliss  for  me. 

Story  of  My  Life  (1854-1855)  by  George  Sand 
(1804-1876),  French  writer 

Sand’s  epic  five-volume  autobiography,  written  over  a  period  of  eight 
years,  encompasses  not  only  her  own  story,  but  the  history  of  her  aris¬ 
tocratic  family  and  of  the  entire  French  nation.  She  was  bom 
Amandine  Aurore  Lucie  Dupin  in  Paris,  and  grew  up  for  the  most  part 
at  her  grandmother’s  chateau,  Nohant,  in  central  France.  She  inher¬ 
ited  the  estate  in  1821,  just  before  her  marriage  to  Baron  Casimir 
Dudevant  with  whom  she  had  two  children — Maurice  in  1823  and 
Solange  in  1828.  Soon  after,  Sand  separated  from  Dudevant  and  went 
to  Paris  to  become  a  writer,  living  with  the  author  Jules  Sandeau  who 
helped  to  inspire  her  pen  name.  In  addition  to  her  autobiography,  her 
oeuvre  includes  over  seventy  novels,  more  than  twenty  plays,  and 
thousands  of  letters. 

We  were  married  in  September  1822,  and  after  the 
exchanges  of  wedding  visits,  and  after  a  break  of  several 
days  at  our  friends  the  du  Plessises,  we  left  with  my  brother  for 
Nohant,  where  the  good  Deschartres  [my  former  tutor]  wel¬ 
comed  us  joyfully. 

I  spent  the  winter  of  1822-23  at  Nohant,  fairly  ill  but 
absorbed  in  the  feeling  of  motherly  love  that  revealed  itself  to 
me  in  the  most  delicate  dreams  and  the  most  vivid  longings. 
The  transformation  that  takes  place  at  that  moment  in  our 
lives  and  in  women’s  thoughts  is,  in  general,  complete  and  sud¬ 
den.  It  was  like  that  for  me,  as  it  is  for  the  vast  number  of  us. 
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The  needs  of  intelligence,  of  anxiety  of  thinking,  the  curiosity 
of  study,  as  those  of  observation,  all  these  disappeared  in  me  as 
soon  as  the  gentle  burden  began  to  make  itself  felt  and  even 
before  its  first  stirrings  had  shown  their  existence.  Providence 
ensures  that  the  physical  life  and  the  life  of  feeling  predominate 
in  this  phase  of  waiting  and  hope.  Also,  my  usual  waking,  read¬ 
ing,  day-dreaming — in  a  word,  my  intellectual  life — was  natu¬ 
rally  suppressed,  and  without  the  slightest  advantage  or  the 
slightest  regret. 

Winter  was  long  and  harsh;  a  deep  snow  covered  the  ground, 
already  hardened  by  sharp  frosts,  for  a  long  time.  My  husband  also 
loved  the  countryside,  though  in  a  different  way  to  me,  and,  lik¬ 
ing  to  hunt,  he  left  me  for  long,  leisurely  periods  that  I  filled  with 
work  on  making  baby  clothes.  I  had  never  sewn  in  my  life.  While 
always  saying  that  I  should  know  how,  my  grandmother  never 
pushed  me  to  and  I  thought  I  was  most  clumsy  at  it.  But  when  its 
goal  was  to  dress  the  little  being  that  I  saw  in  all  my  dreams,  I 
threw  myself  into  it  with  a  sort  of  passion.  My  good  Ursula  came 
and  gave  me  the  basic  skills  of  surjet  and  rabattu.  I  was  totally  sur¬ 
prised  to  see  how  easy  it  was;  but,  at  the  same  time,  I  understood 
that  in  sewing,  as  in  everything,  there  could  be  inventiveness  and 
mastery  in  the  scissor  stroke  . .  . 

[In  June  of  1823]  we  left  for  Paris  where,  after  several  days 
in  the  Plessis  with  our  good  friends,  I  rented  a  small,  decorated 
flat,  in  the  Hotel  de  Florence,  a  townhouse  on  Rue  Neuve-des- 
Mathurins,  owned  by  a  former  chef  of  the  emperor  .  .  . 

It  was  in  this  building  that  they  had  furnished  that  I  found — 
at  the  back  of  a  second  courtyard  planted  with  a  garden — a 
small  pavilion  where  my  son  Maurice  came  into  this  world,  on 
the  30  June  1823,  without  any  trouble  and  full  of  life.  It  was  the 
most  beautiful  moment  of  my  life  when — after  an  hour  of  deep 
sleep  following  the  terrible  pains  of  his  birth — I  saw  upon  wak¬ 
ing  this  little  one  asleep  on  my  pillow.  I  had  dreamed  so  much 
about  him  beforehand,  and  I  was  so  weak  that  I  was  not  sure 
that  I  was  not  still  dreaming.  I  was  worried  about  stirring  and 
the  vision  flying  off,  as  it  had  flown  away  before. 

I  was  kept  in  bed  much  longer  than  necessary.  It  is  the  cus¬ 
tom  in  Paris  to  take  more  precautions  over  women  in  this  situ¬ 
ation  than  in  the  countryside.  When  I  became  a  mother  for  the 
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second  time,  I  got  up  on  the  second  day  and  was  perfectly  fine. 

I  breast-fed  my  son,  as  I  later  did  his  sister.  My  mother  was 
his  godmother  and  my  father-in-law  his  godfather. 

Memoir  of  The  Early  Life  of  William  Cowper  Esq.,  written 
hy  himself  (1767)  by  William  Cowper  (1731-1800), 
English  poet  and  hymnist 

Cowper  trained  as  a  barrister  and  at  the  age  of  twenty-one  was  admit¬ 
ted  to  London’s  Inner  Temple.  But  in  1763  he  suffered  a  terrible 
breakdown,  and  after  trying  and  failing  to  commit  suicide  he  was 
placed  in  a  private  asylum.  It  was  here  that  he  converted  to  evangeli¬ 
cal  Christianity,  and  in  his  memoir  he  repeatedly  ascribes  the  recov¬ 
ery  of  his  sanity  to  the  grace  of  God.  The  book  ends  with  Cowper 
redeemed  and  his  suffering  behind  him.  However,  in  1773  he  broke 
down  again,  suffering  from  crippling  bouts  of  depression  for  the  rest  of 
his  life,  convinced  he  was  being  refused  God’s  grace.  He  is  also  the 
author  of  a  large  body  of  poems  and  the  “Olney  Hymn  Cycle,”  writ¬ 
ten  with  the  preacher  John  Newton. 

At  the  expiration  of  this  term,  I  became,  in  a  manner,  com¬ 
plete  master  of  myself;  and  took  possession  of  a  complete 
set  of  chambers  in  the  Temple,  at  the  age  of  twenty-one.  This 
being  a  critical  season  of  my  life,  and  one  upon  which  much 
depended,  it  pleased  my  all-merciful  Father  in  Christ  Jesus,  to 
give  a  check  to  my  rash  and  ruinous  career  of  wickedness  at  the 
very  outset.  I  was  struck,  not  long  after  my  settlement  in  the 
Temple,  with  such  a  dejection  of  spirits,  as  none  but  they  who 
have  felt  the  same,  can  have  the  least  conception  of.  Day  and 
night  I  was  upon  the  rack,  lying  down  in  horror,  and  rising  up  in 
despair.  I  presently  lost  all  relish  for  those  studies,  to  which  I  had 
before  been  closely  attached;  the  classics  had  no  longer  any 
charms  for  me;  I  had  need  of  something  more  salutary  than 
amusement,  but  I  had  no  one  to  direct  me  where  to  find  it. 

At  length  I  met  with  Herbert’s  Poems;  and,  gothic  and 
uncouth  as  they  are,  I  yet  found  in  them  a  strain  of  piety  which 
I  could  not  but  admire.  This  was  the  only  author  I  had  any 
delight  in  reading.  I  pored  over  him,  all  day  long;  and  though  I 
found  not  in  them  what  I  might  have  found — a  cure  for  my 
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malady — yet  it  never  seemed  so  much  alleviated  as  while  I  was 
reading  him.  At  length,  I  was  advised  by  a  very  near  and  dear 
relative,  to  lay  him  aside;  for  he  thought  such  an  author  more 
likely  to  nourish  my  disorder,  than  to  remove  it. 

In  this  state  of  mind  I  continued  near  a  twelvemonth; 
when,  having  experienced  the  inefficacy  of  all  human  means,  I 
at  length  betook  myself  to  God  in  prayer.  Such  is  the  rank  our 
Redeemer  holds  in  our  esteem,  that  we  never  resort  to  him  but 
in  the  last  instance,  when  all  creatures  have  failed  to  succour 
us!  My  hard  heart  was  at  length  softened,  and  my  stubborn 
knees  brought  to  bow.  I  composed  a  set  of  prayers,  and  made 
frequent  use  of  them.  Weak  as  my  faith  was,  the  Almighty,  who 
will  not  break  the  bruised  reed,  nor  quench  the  smoking  flax, 
was  graciously  pleased  to  hear  me. 

A  change  of  scene  was  recommended  to  me;  and  I  embraced 
an  opportunity  of  going  with  some  friends  to  Southampton, 
where  I  spent  several  months.  Soon  after  our  arrival  we  walked 
to  a  place  called  Freemantle,  about  a  mile  from  the  town;  the 
morning  was  clear  and  calm;  the  sun  shone  bright  upon  the  sea; 
and  the  country  on  the  borders  of  it  was  the  most  beautiful  I 
had  ever  seen.  We  sat  down  upon  an  eminence,  at  the  end  of 
that  arm  of  the  sea,  which  runs  between  Southampton  and  the 
New  Forest.  Here  it  was,  that  on  a  sudden,  as  if  another  sun  had 
been  kindled  that  instant  in  the  heavens,  on  purpose  to  dispel 
sorrow  and  vexation  of  spirit,  I  felt  the  weight  of  all  my  misery 
taken  off;  my  heart  became  light  and  joyful  in  a  moment;  I 
could  have  wept  with  transport  had  I  been  alone.  I  must  needs 
believe  that  nothing  less  than  the  Almighty  fiat  have  filled  me 
with  such  inexpressible  delight;  not  by  a  gradual  dawning  of 
peace,  but,  as  it  were,  with  a  flash  of  his  life-giving  counte¬ 
nance.  I  think  I  remember  something  like  a  glow  of  gratitude  to 
the  Father  of  mercies,  for  this  unexpected  blessing,  and  that  I 
ascribed  it  to  His  gracious  acceptance  of  my  prayers.  But  Satan, 
and  my  own  wicked  heart,  quickly  persuaded  me  that  I  was 
indebted,  for  my  deliverance,  to  nothing  but  a  change  of  scene, 
and  the  amusing  varieties  of  the  place.  By  this  means  he  turned 
the  blessing  into  a  poison;  teaching  me  to  conclude,  that  noth¬ 
ing  but  a  continued  circle  of  diversion,  and  indulgence  of 
appetite,  could  secure  me  from  a  relapse. 
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Upon  this  hellish  principle,  as  soon  as  I  returned  to  London, 

I  burnt  my  prayers,  and  away  went  all  thoughts  of  devotion  and 
of  dependence  upon  God  my  Saviour.  Surely  it  was  of  his  mercy 
that  I  was  not  consumed.  Glory  be  to  his  grace! 

The  Naked  Civil  Servant  (1968)  by  Quentin  Crisp 
(1908-1999),  English  writer  and  performer 

Crisp  was  born  Denis  Charles  Pratt  in  Surrey,  England,  in  1908.  As  a 
young  man,  he  fled  the  suburbs  for  London,  where  he  studied  journal¬ 
ism  and  art,  and  discovered  the  gay  coffee-houses  of  1920s  Soho.  After 
leaving  college,  he  lived  in  virtual  obscurity  and  frequent  penury — 
working  as  a  tap  dance  teacher,  a  freelance  designer,  and,  most 
famously,  an  art  school  model — until  his  autobiography  was  published 
when  he  was  sixty.  The  book,  with  its  acerbic  and  unapologetic  por¬ 
trayal  of  a  gay,  effeminate  man,  appeared  only  a  year  after  homosexu¬ 
ality  was  partially  decriminalized  in  England.  It  was  later  turned  into 
a  television  drama  series  and  transformed  its  author  into  a  celebrity. 
Crisp  spent  his  latter  years  in  New  York,  his  adopted  home. 

My  outlook  was  so  limited  that  I  assumed  that  all  deviates 
were  openly  despised  and  rejected.  Their  grief  and  their 
fear  drew  my  melancholy  nature  strongly.  At  first  I  wanted  only 
to  wallow  in  their  misery,  but,  as  time  went  by,  I  longed  to  reach 
its  very  essence.  Finally  I  desired  to  represent  it.  By  this  process  I 
managed  to  shift  homosexuality  from  being  a  burden  to  being  a 
cause.  The  weight  lifted  and  some  of  the  guilt  evaporated. 

It  seemed  to  me  that  there  were  few  homosexuals  in  the 
world.  I  felt  that  the  entire  strength  of  the  club  must  be  prepared 
to  show  its  membership  card  at  any  time,  and,  to  a  nature  as  dra¬ 
matic  as  mine,  not  to  deny  rapidly  became  to  protest.  By  the 
time  I  was  twenty- three  I  had  made  myself  into  a  test  case.  I 
realized  that  it  did  no  good  to  be  seen  to  be  homosexual  in  the 
West  End  where  sin  reigned  supreme  or  in  Soho  which  was 
inhabited  exclusively  by  other  outcasts  of  various  kinds,  but  the 
rest  of  England  was  straightforward  missionary  country.  It  was 
densely  populated  by  aborigines  who  had  never  heard  of  homo¬ 
sexuality  and  who,  when  first  they  did,  became  frightened  and 
angry.  I  went  to  work  on  them. 


240  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

The  message  I  wished  to  propagate  was  that  effeminacy 
existed  in  people  who  were  in  all  other  respects  just  like  home. 
I  went  about  the  routine  of  daily  living  looking  undeniably  like 
a  homosexual  person.  I  had  had  a  lot  of  practice  at  school  in 
being  the  one  against  the  many  but,  even  so,  I  was  not  prepared 
for  the  effect  my  appearance  had  on  the  great  British  public.  I 
had  to  begin  cautiously. 

I  was  from  birth  an  object  of  mild  ridicule  because  of  my 
movements — especially  the  perpetual  flutter  of  my  hands — and 
my  voice.  Like  the  voices  of  a  number  of  homosexuals,  this  is 
an  insinuating  blend  of  eagerness  and  caution  in  which  even 
such  words  as  “hello”  and  “goodbye”  seem  not  so  much  uttered 
as  divulged.  But  these  natural  outward  and  visible  signs  of 
inward  and  spiritual  disgrace  were  not  enough.  People  could 
say  that  I  was  ignorant  of  them  or  was  trying  without  success  to 
hide  them.  I  wanted  it  to  be  known  that  I  was  not  ashamed  and 
therefore  had  to  display  symptoms  that  could  not  be  thought  to 
be  accidental. 

I  began  to  wear  make-up.  For  a  while  I  still  went  on  as 
before  at  home  and  never  mentioned  to  my  mother  anything 
about  the  life  I  lived  in  the  outer  world.  She  once  protested 
that  I  never  brought  home  any  of  my  friends.  I  explained,  quite 
truthfully,  that  she  would  hate  them  if  I  did.  She  never  men¬ 
tioned  the  matter  again,  which  I  took  to  be  a  sign  that  the 
protest  was  formal  and  that  secretly  she  would  be  glad  to  hear 
no  more  on  that  subject. 

Once  outside  the  flat,  I  hurried  like  a  wrong  hushed-up  to 
the  nearest  public  lavatory  and  put  on  my  war  paint.  Then  I 
proceeded  calmly  wherever  I  was  going.  If  I  wasn’t  going  any¬ 
where,  I  tried  to  look  as  though  I  was.  It  became  harder  and 
harder  to  think  of  places  to  go  and  things  to  do  as  it  slowly 
dawned  on  me  that  sex  was  definitely  out — a  realization  that 
usually  leaves  people  with  a  lot  of  spare  time.  If  I  was  to  become 
Miss  Arc’s  only  rival,  it  wouldn’t  do  to  allow  myself  to  be 
picked  up  by  strange  men.  This  would  give  people  the  oppor¬ 
tunity  to  say  that  I  had  only  adopted  an  effeminate  appearance 
for  this  purpose.  Actually,  from  the  moment  I  began  to  look 
really  startling,  men  ceased  to  make  propositions  to  me.  They 
found  it  too  risky  or  too  distasteful.  But  even  the  idea  that  this 
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might  be  my  intention  must  be  eliminated.  I  began  to  walk 
faster  and  learned  never  to  look  strangers  in  the  eye.  Frequently 
in  the  street  I  swept  past  people  I  knew  quite  well.  I  once  did 
this  to  my  brother. 

This  was  just  as  well.  He  was  with  a  girl  who  said,  “Did  you 
see  that?”  to  which  he  replied,  “Yes.  Matter  of  fact,  I’ve  seen  it 
before.” 

Without  knowing  it,  I  was  acquiring  that  haughty  bearing 
which  is  characteristic  of  so  many  eccentrics.  What  other 
expression  would  you  expect  to  find  on  the  face  of  anyone  who 
knows  that  if  he  turns  his  head  too  quickly,  he  will  see  on  the 
faces  of  others  glares  of  stark  terror,  or  grimaces  of  hatred? 
Aloofness  is  the  posture  of  self-defence,  but  even  people  who 
quite  liked  me  said  that  I  felt  superior  to  the  rest  of  the  world. 
I  felt  scared  and  before  long  I  was  to  have  good  cause. 

By  constantly  complaining  that  the  Battersea  flat  was  sun¬ 
less,  my  mother  induced  my  father  to  buy  a  house  outside  High 
Wycombe.  I  could  not  do  otherwise  than  go  with  them.  My  sis¬ 
ter  was  by  this  time  married;  one  of  my  brothers  was  abroad  and 
the  other  was  soon  to  go.  Abroad  was  thought  in  those  days  to 
have  some  special  advantages  for  men  of  the  middle  classes  and 
in  this  connection  the  word  “scope”  was  on  everybody’s  lips.  As 
in  childhood  I  had  evinced  so  much  distaste  for  even  going  out¬ 
side  the  front  door,  my  parents  made  little  attempt  to  send  me 
overseas.  In  this  they  were  very  wise,  I  don’t  hold  with  abroad 
and  think  that  foreigners  speak  English  when  our  backs  are 
turned. 

Even  High  Wycombe  to  me  was  like  a  desert  at  the  edge  of 
civilization.  As  I  roamed  the  fields  adjacent  to  the  house, 
forced  by  my  mother  to  take  her  chow  for  a  walk,  between  the 
hedges  my  starved  eyes  would  see  mirages  of  the  London 
Pavilion  or  the  Marble  Arch  and  I  would  stumble  toward  them 
with  little  cries.  My  great  fear  was  that  here  I  might  live  and  die 
and  not  matter.  Just  how  distasteful  my  life  was  at  this  time 
cannot  have  been  apparent  to  others.  A  friend  of  my  sister, 
rushing  in  where  even  devils  would  have  feared  to  tread, 
remarked,  “I  wonder  what  you’d  have  been  like  if  you’d  been  a 
woman.  I  suppose  you’d  have  lived  in  the  country  and  kept  a 
dog  and  played  bridge.”  I  was  too  choked  with  fury  to  be  able 
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to  defend  myself  against  this  charge.  Among  other  objections 
to  this  image  of  me  was  the  fact  that  I  hated  animals.  I  still  do. 
I  have  enough  dumb  friends  without  them. 

In  childhood  I  had  longed  to  be  taught  dancing  but  noth- 
ing  ever  came  of  this.  In  a  characteristic  fit  of  indulgence  my 
mother  went  so  far  as  to  buy  me  a  pair  of  blocked  ballet  shoes 
(she  did  not  know  or  care  that  no  male  dancer,  except  Mr 
Dolin  in  Train  Bleu,  had  ever  worn  such  things),  but  she  never 
dared  to  mention  to  my  father  the  idea  of  my  becoming  a 
dancer.  It  would  have  made  him  difficult  to  deal  with  for  days. 
After  the  failure  of  journalism,  she  hammered  away  at  com¬ 
mercial  art  as  the  last  door  through  which  it  might  be  possible 
to  push  me  into  the  outer  world.  I  was  sent  to  an  art  school  in 
High  Wycombe. 

I  had  already  done  one  term  at  Battersea  Polytechnic 
before  we  left  London  and  there  had  drawn  a  frog  that  the 
principal  had  thought  was  a  piece  of  drapery.  I  don’t  think 
that  I  was  taught  anything.  The  only  good  that  came  of  my 
attendance  at  this  school  was  my  meeting  there  with  a  girl 
who  was  to  remain  my  friend  for  more  than  twenty  years.  She 
had  been  crippled  by  polio  and  wore  a  metal  splint  on  one 
leg.  At  every  step  the  whole  side  of  her  body  had  to  be  swung 
forward  by  a  great  effort  from  the  shoulder.  Despite  this  she 
was  determined  not  to  be  left  out  of  things.  Her  willpower 
was  formidable.  Because  of  her  handicap,  she  was  sympa¬ 
thetic  to  all  deformity  and  was  especially  drawn  to  anyone 
she  felt  to  be  worse  off  than  she.  I  came  into  this  category. 

The  school  at  High  Wycombe  was,  naturally,  further  out 
of  touch  with  reality  than  the  one  in  Battersea.  Furniture 
design  was  well  taught  there  because  the  town  was  the  home 
of  that  industry  which  many  years  later  formulated  the  “G” 
plan.  All  other  subjects  were  thought  to  be  rather  beside  the 
point.  None  of  the  three  or  four  men  who  comprised  the  staff 
had  ever  worked  in  an  advertising  agency  or  made  freelance 
commercial  art  into  a  paying  profession.  They  would  have 
been  secretly  ashamed  to  do  so.  Advertising  was  considered  in 
those  days  a  disgraceful  trade.  As  no  one  felt  confident  to 
teach  or  even  control  me,  I  did  more  or  less  as  I  liked. 

“What  are  you  going  to  do  this  morning?” 
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“Oh,  I  don’t  know.  A  poster.” 

“What  of?” 

“Coty’s  Ashes  of  Roses.”  All  my  posters  were  exotic. 

I  very  much  doubt  if,  at  the  end  of  such  a  piece  of  dialogue 
as  this,  I  was  shown  any  advertising  that  Mr.  Coty  had  recently 
put  out,  or,  if  I  was,  that  I  was  warned  that  I  must  follow  closely 
the  existing  line.  I  was  encouraged  to  be  original  with  some 
very  far-fetched  results.  As  I  was  now  twenty-one  and  in  a  class 
full  of  girls  in  gym  slips,  I  seemed  by  comparison  a  genius  and 
behaved  like  one.  I  went  to  school,  as  one  might  say,  in  mufti, 
but  my  hair  and  fingernails  were  long  enough  to  cause  com¬ 
ment  from  strangers  on  the  way  there  and  back. 

Some  Account  of  the  Fore-part  of  the  Life  of  Elizabeth 
Ashbridge  (1774)  by  Elizabeth  Ashbridge  (1713-1755), 
Anglo-American  preacher 

Ashbridge,  who  was  bom  in  England  and  moved  to  Ireland  after  the 
death  of  her  first  husband,  emigrated  to  America  in  1782  at  the  age  of 
nineteen.  After  three  years  of  working  as  an  indentured  servant,  she 
managed  to  buy  her  freedom  and  at  twenty-two,  married  for  the  sec¬ 
ond  time.  Her  husband  was  drunken  and  violent,  and  the  couple  fell 
out  over  Ashbridge’s  new-found  devotion  to  Quakerism,  a  religion  she 
had  rejected  when  she  was  younger.  In  1740,  her  husband  left  to  serve 
as  a  soldier  in  Cuba,  where  he  died.  Ashbridge’s  richly  detailed 
Account  of  her  life,  which  she  began  in  1746,  ends  at  this  juncture,  so 
we  do  not  hear  about  her  later  years,  her  happy  marriage  to  Aaron 
Ashbridge,  and  her  career  as  a  successful  Quaker  preacher. 

I  was  accounted  a  fine  singer  and  dancer,  in  which  I  took  great 
delight,  and  once  falling  in  company  with  some  of  the  stage 
players,  then  at  New  York,  they  took  a  great  fancy  to  me,  as  they 
said,  and  persuaded  me  to  become  an  actress  amongst  them,  and 
they  would  find  means  to  get  me  from  my  servitude,  and  that  I 
should  live  like  a  lady.  The  proposal  took  with  me,  and  I  used 
much  pains  to  qualify  myself  for  the  stage,  by  reading  plays,  even 
when  I  should  have  slept,  but  after  all  this  I  found  a  stop  in  my 
mind,  when  I  came  to  consider  what  my  father  would  think 
when  he  heard  of  it,  who  had  not  only  forgiven  my  disobedience 
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in  marriage,  but  had  sent  for  me  home,  tho’  my  proud  heart 
would  not  suffer  me  to  return  in  so  mean  a  condition  I  was  then 
in,  but  rather  chose  bondage. 

When  I  had  served  three  years  I  bought  the  remainder  of  my 
time,  and  got  a  genteel  maintenance  by  my  needle,  but  alas!  I 
was  not  sufficiently  punished  by  my  former  servitude  but  got 
into  another,  and  that  for  life;  for  a  few  months  after  this,  I  mar¬ 
ried  a  young  man,  who  fell  in  love  with  me  for  my  dancing — a 
poor  motive  for  a  man  to  choose  a  wife,  or  a  woman  to  choose 
a  husband. 

As  to  my  part  I  fell  in  love  for  nothing  I  saw  in  him,  and  it 
seems  unaccountable,  that  I,  who  had  refused  several  offers,  both 
in  this  country  and  in  Ireland,  should  at  last  marry  a  man  I  had 
no  value  for. 

In  a  week  after  we  were  married,  my  husband,  who  was  a 
school-master,  removed  from  New  York,  and  took  me  along 
with  him  to  New  England,  and  settled  at  a  place  called 
Westerley,  in  Rhode  Island  government.  With  respect  to  reli¬ 
gion,  he  was  much  like  myself,  without  any;  for  when  he  was  in 
drink  he  would  use  the  worst  of  oaths.  I  don’t  mention  this  to 
expose  my  husband,  but  to  show  the  effect  it  had  upon  me,  for 
I  now  saw  myself  ruined,  as  I  thought,  being  joined  to  a  man  I 
had  no  love  for,  and  who  was  a  pattern  of  no  good  to  me.  I 
therefore  began  to  think  we  were  like  two  joining  hands  and 
going  to  destruction,  which  made  me  conclude  that  if  I  was  not 
forsaken  of  God,  to  alter  my  course  of  life.  But  to  love  the 
Divine  Being,  and  not  to  love  my  husband,  I  saw  was  an  incon- 
fidency,  and  seemed  impossible;  therefore  I  requested,  with 
tears,  that  my  affections  might  increase  towards  my  husband, 
and  I  can  say  in  truth  that  my  love  was  sincere  to  him.  I  now 
resolved  to  do  my  duty  towards  God,  and  expecting  that  I  must 
come  to  the  knowledge  of  it  by  reading  the  Scriptures,  I  read 
them  with  a  strong  resolution  of  following  their  directions,  but 
the  more  I  read  the  more  uneasy  I  grew,  especially  about  bap¬ 
tism,  for  altho’  I  had  reason  to  believe  I  was  sprinkled  in  my 
infancy,  because  at  the  age  of  fourteen  I  passed  under  the 
bishop’s  hand  for  confirmation,  as  it  is  called,  yet  I  could  not 
find  any  precedent  for  that  practice,  and  upon  reading  where  it 
is  said,  he  that  believes  and  is  baptized,  etc.,  I  observed  that 
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belief  went  before  baptism,  which  I  was  not  capable  of  when  I 
was  sprinkled,  at  which  I  grew  very  uneasy,  and  living  in  a 
neighborhood  that  were  mostly  Seventh  Day  Baptists,  I  con¬ 
versed  with  them,  and  at  length  thinking  it  to  be  really  my 
duty,  I  was  baptized  by  one  of  their  teachers,  but  did  not  join 
strictly  with  them,  tho’  I  began  to  think  the  seventh-day  the 
true  sabbath,  and  for  some  time  kept  it  as  such.  My  husband  did 
not  yet  oppose  me,  for  he  saw  I  grew  more  affectionate  to  him, 
but  I  did  not  yet  leave  off  singing  and  dancing  so  much,  but  I 
could  divert  him  whenever  he  desired  it. 

Soon  after  this  my  husband  and  I  concluded  to  go  for 
England,  and  for  that  purpose  went  to  Boston,  where  we  found 
a  ship  bound  for  Liverpool,  and  agreed  for  our  passage,  expect¬ 
ing  to  sail  in  two  weeks.  But  my  time  was  not  yet  come,  for 
there  came  one  called  a  gentleman,  who  hired  the  ship  to  carry 
him  and  his  attendants  to  Philadelphia,  and  to  take  no  other 
passengers.  There  being  no  other  ship  near  sailing,  we  for  that 
time  gave  it  over. 

We  stayed  several  weeks  at  Boston,  and  I  remained  still  dis¬ 
satisfied  as  to  religion,  tho’  I  had  reformed  my  conduct  so  as  to 
be  accounted  by  those  that  knew  me  a  sober  woman.  But  that 
was  not  sufficient;  for  even  then  I  expected  to  find  the  sweets 
of  such  a  change,  and  though  several  thought  me  religious,  I 
dared  not  think  myself  so,  and  what  to  do  to  be  so,  I  seemed 
still  an  utter  stranger  to.  I  used  to  converse  with  people  of  all 
societies,  as  opportunity  offered,  and,  like  many  others,  had  got 
a  deal  of  head  knowledge,  and  several  societies  thought  me  of 
their  opinion,  but  I  joined  strictly  none,  resolving  never  to 
leave  searching  till  I  found  the  truth.  This  was  in  the  twenty- 
second  year  of  my  age. 

“Something  For  Everyone”  (1997)  by  David  Sedaris  (1956-  ), 
American  writer  and  radio  contributor 

Sedaris  was  bom  in  New  York  State  in  1956  and  grew  up  in  North 
Carolina.  His  career  as  a  writer  began  in  1992,  with  an  essay  produced 
for  National  Public  Radio  about  his  experience  working  as  a  depart¬ 
ment  store  elf  in  Santa’s  grotto.  “The  Santa  Land  Diaries”  introduced 
listeners  to  Sedaris’s  signature  tone:  self-deprecating,  often  bitingly 
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sad  yet  humorous.  The  author’s  first  book,  Barrel  Fever,  appeared  in 
1994,  followed  by  Naked — a  collection  of  autobiographical  essays 
written  for  the  radio,  including  “Something  for  Everyone,”  excerpted 
below.  Naked  was  succeeded  by  two  more  collections,  Me  Talk  Pretty 
One  Day  (2000)  and  Dress  Your  Family  in  Corduroy  and  Denim  (2004). 

The  day  after  graduating  from  college,  I  found  fifty  dollars  in 
the  foyer  of  my  Chicago  apartment  building.  The  single  bill 
had  been  folded  into  eighths  and  was  packed  with  cocaine.  It 
occurred  to  me  then  that  if  I  played  my  cards  right,  I  might  never 
have  to  find  a  job.  People  lost  things  all  the  time.  They  left  class 
rings  on  the  sinks  of  public  bathrooms  and  dropped  gem-studded 
earrings  at  the  doors  of  the  opera  house.  My  job  was  to  keep  my 
eyes  open  and  find  these  things.  I  didn’t  want  to  become  one  of 
those  coots  who  combed  the  beaches  of  Lake  Michigan  with  a 
metal  detector,  but  if  I  paid  attention  and  used  my  head,  I  might 
never  have  to  work  again. 

The  following  afternoon,  hung  over  from  cocaine,  I  found 
twelve  cents  and  an  unopened  tin  of  breath  mints.  Figuring  in 
my  previous  fifty  dollars,  that  amounted  to  an  average  of 
twenty-five  dollars  and  six  cents  per  day,  which  was  still  a 
decent  wage. 

The  next  morning  I  discovered  two  pennies  and  a  comb 
matted  with  short  curly  hairs.  The  day  after  that  I  found  a 
peanut.  It  was  then  that  I  started  to  worry. 

The  Pillow  Book  of  Sei  Shynagon  (C.990-C.1000)  by  Sei 
Shynagon  (C.965-C.1010),  Japanese  courtier  and  writer 

Very  little  is  known  about  Sei  Shynagon.  Her  name,  Shynagon,  refers 
to  the  position  of  minor  counsellor  that  she  held  at  court  during  the 
Heian  period  in  tenth-century  Japan,  and  Sei  is  her  family  name. 
After  1001,  records  of  Shonagon  disappear.  Her  masterpiece,  The 
Pillow  Book,  was  written  over  a  period  of  years,  beginning  around  the 
time  of  Shonagon’s  arrival  at  court  in  990  and  finishing  around  the 
time  of  the  demise  of  her  mistress,  Empress  Sadako  Teshi  Sadako,  in 
1000.  A  “pillow  book”  is  a  kind  of  memoir-diary  which  would  have 
been  presented  to  the  Empress  as  a  gift.  Shynagon’s  pillow  book  is 
made  up  of  320  sections,  including  reminiscences,  observations,  court 
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gossip,  opinions,  descriptions  of  her  lovers,  as  well  as  very  amusing 
lists  of  its  author’s  likes  and  dislikes. 

One  writes  a  letter,  taking  particular  trouble  to  get  it  up  as 
prettily  as  possible;  then  waits  for  the  answer,  making  sure 
every  moment  that  it  cannot  be  much  longer  before  something 
comes.  At  last,  frightfully  late,  is  brought  in — one’s  own  note, 
still  folded  or  tied  exactly  as  one  sent  it,  but  so  finger-marked  and 
smudged  that  even  the  address  is  barely  legible.  “The  family  is 
not  in  residence,”  the  messenger  says,  giving  one  back  the  note. 

Or  “It  is  his  day  of  observance  and  they  said  they  could  not  take 
any  letters  in.”  Such  experiences  are  dismally  depressing. 

One  has  been  expecting  someone,  and  rather  late  at  night 
there  is  a  stealthy  tapping  at  the  door.  One  sends  a  maid  to  see 
who  it  is,  and  lies  waiting,  with  some  slight  flutter  of  the  breast. 

But  the  name  one  hears  when  she  returns  is  that  of  someone 
completely  different,  who  does  not  concern  one  at  all.  Of  all 
depressing  experiences,  this  is  by  far  the  worst. 

Someone  comes,  with  whom  one  has  decided  not  to  have 
further  dealings.  One  pretends  to  be  fast  asleep,  but  some  ser¬ 
vant  or  person  connected  with  one  comes  to  wake  one  up,  and 
pulls  one  about,  with  a  face  as  much  as  to  say  “What  a  sleep- 
hog!”  This  is  always  exceedingly  irritating. 

If  someone  with  whom  one  is  having  an  affair  keeps  on 
mentioning  some  woman  whom  he  knew  in  the  past,  however 
long  ago  it  is  since  they  separated,  one  is  always  irritated. 

It  is  very  tiresome  when  a  lover  who  is  leaving  one  at  dawn 
says  that  he  must  look  for  a  fan  or  pocket-book  that  he  has  left 
somewhere  about  the  room  last  night.  As  it  is  still  too  dark  to 
see  anything,  he  goes  fumbling  about  all  over  the  place,  knock¬ 
ing  into  everything  and  muttering  to  himself,  “How  very  odd!” 
When  at  last  he  finds  the  pocket-book  he  crams  it  into  his  dress 
with  a  great  rustling  of  the  pages;  or  if  it  is  a  fan  he  has  lost,  he 
swishes  it  open  and  begins  flapping  it  about,  so  that  when  he 
finally  takes  his  departure,  instead  of  experiencing  the  feelings 
of  regret  proper  to  such  an  occasion,  one  merely  feels  irritated 
at  his  clumsiness .  .  . 

It  is  important  that  a  lover  should  know  how  to  make  his 
departure.  To  begin  with,  he  ought  not  to  be  too  ready  to  get  up, 
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but  should  require  a  little  coaxing:  “Come,  it  is  past  daybreak. 
You  don’t  want  to  be  found  here  . . .  “  and  so  on.  One  likes  him, 
too,  to  behave  in  such  a  way  that  one  is  sure  he  is  unhappy  at 
going  and  would  stay  longer  if  he  possibly  could.  He  should  not 
pull  on  his  trousers  the  moment  he  is  up,  but  should  first  of  all 
come  close  to  one’s  ear  and  in  a  whisper  finish  off  whatever  was 
left  half-said  in  the  course  of  the  night.  But  though  he  may  in 
reality  at  these  moments  be  doing  nothing  at  all,  it  will  not  be 
amiss  that  he  should  appear  to  be  buckling  his  belt.  Then  he 
should  raise  the  shutters,  and  both  lovers  should  go  out  together 
at  the  double  doors,  while  he  tells  her  how  much  he  dreads  the 
day  that  is  before  him  and  longs  for  the  approach  of  night. 
Then,  after  he  has  slipped  away,  she  can  stand  gazing  after  him, 
with  charming  recollections  of  those  last  moments.  Indeed,  the 
success  of  a  lover  depends  greatly  on  his  method  of  departure.  If 
he  springs  to  his  feet  with  a  jerk  and  at  once  begins  fussing 
round,  tightening  the  waistband  of  his  breeches,  or  adjusting 
the  sleeves  of  his  court  robe,  hunting  jacket,  or  what  not,  col¬ 
lecting  a  thousand  odds  and  ends,  and  thrusting  them  into  the 
folds  of  his  dress,  or  pulling  in  his  overbelt — one  begins  to  hate 
him. 


Twenty-two 

The  Perfect  Stranger  (1966)  by  P.  J.  Kavanagh  (1931-  ), 
English  poet  and  actor 

Kavanagh  met  his  future  wife  Sally  Phillips  at  Oxford  University — she 
is  the  perfect  stranger  of  the  title,  the  woman  with  whom  he  falls  in 
love  and  whose  love  transforms  him.  After  they  married,  the  couple 
settled  briefly  in  London  before  leaving  for  Jakarta  where  Kavanagh 
took  a  position  with  the  British  Council,  and  where,  one  summer’s  day 
in  1958,  Sally  suddenly  dies.  Her  death  from  polio  is  recounted  in  The 
Perfect  Stranger’s  final  chapter,  forcing  the  reader  to  accept  that  the  pre¬ 
ceding  narrative  has  been  an  elegy.  “Not  so  much  an  autobiography  as 
the  story  of  a  rescue,”  Kavanagh  wrote  of  his  memoir;  it  remains  one  of 
the  most  beguiling  descriptions  of  happiness  in  love  ever  written. 
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I  was  in  digs  now,  locked  away,  but  the  other  lodgers  had  streams 
of  visitors  up  and  down  the  stairs  past  my  door.  None  of  these 
disturbed  me  except  one  girl  who  went  “Pom  pom  pom”  as  she 
ran  up  to  the  room  above.  It  was  a  sound  of  extraordinary  sweet¬ 
ness,  musical,  soft,  unselfconscious  and  happy.  I  began  to  listen 
out  for  it,  jump  up  from  my  table,  throw  the  door  open  to  catch 
a  glimpse  of  her  as  she  passed,  but  I  was  always  too  late.  I  asked 
the  people  upstairs  who  she  was,  described  the  beautiful  sound 
she  made.  They  became  rather  guarded  and  exchanged  glances 
and  hesitatingly  admitted  it  just  might  be  Sally.  I  gathered  she 
was  someone  special,  not  to  be  discussed  in  the  ordinary  way,  and 
became  vaguely  curious  to  meet  her.  But  the  last  thing  I  wanted 
at  that  stage  was  to  get  involved  with  anybody.  I’d  just  come  to 
the  end  of  a  satisfactorily  painful  affair  with  a  professional  dons” 
girl  (one  met  dons’  girls  at  Oxford  just  as  one  met  officers’  girls 
in  the  Army).  This  one  collected  threats  of  suicide  and  broken 
marriages  from  the  younger  tutors  like  Girl  Guides  collect 
badges — she  wore  them  on  her  sleeve.  She  was  also  great  fun.  It 
had  been  tempestuous  and  poignant  in  a  way  that  was  satisfac¬ 
tory  to  both  of  us  and  I  considered  myself  to  have  suffered.  Now, 
I  had  work  to  do. 

One  day  I  came  face  to  face  with  a  girl  on  the  landing.  It 
was  certainly  her,  whoever  made  the  noise  had  to  look  as  she 
did.  We  stood  and  stared  at  each  other  too  long  for  comfort.  I 
broke  the  moment  and,  excusing  myself,  moved  past  her 
because  it  was  too  like  the  movies,  or  so  I  thought  to  myself  of 
that  long,  silent  stare,  and  laughed.  She  was  tall  and  proud- 
looking  with  a  slight  round-shouldered  stoop  that  made  me 
breathless,  I  didn’t  know  why. 

It  is  difficult  to  describe  someone  who  is  surrounded  by  a 
special  nimbus,  perceived  at  once.  But  as  this  girl  had  the  same 
effect,  in  one  way  or  another,  on  many  others,  I  must  try.  She 
had  soft  yellow  hair,  greeny-blue  eyes,  lovely  eyebrows  below  a 
broad,  quiet  forehead  and  the  most  perfect  mouth  I  have  ever 
seen;  underneath  her  skin  there  were  golden  lights.  I  am  not  a 
good  physiognomist,  I  find  it  distorts  a  face  to  see  it  in  detail, 
and  I  imagine  the  peculiar,  extraordinary  charm  of  her  face  lay 
in  its  proportions  and  in  its  expression.  When  I  first  saw  the 
friezes  in  the  museum  on  the  Acropolis  I  couldn’t  believe  it, 


250  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

most  of  the  girls  are  portraits  of  her.  Her  face,  and  above  all  her 
expression,  belonged  to  the  same  ideal,  golden  time.  But  beau¬ 
tiful  girls  are,  in  a  sense,  two  a  penny.  There  was  something 
even  more  arresting,  something  unique  in  her  face.  She  had  the 
simplicity  of  a  young  girl  (she  was  nineteen)  who  found  life 
good;  but  it  was  a  simplicity  that  had  somehow  been  earned, 
was,  as  it  were,  on  the  second  time  round.  This  second  sim¬ 
plicity  has  the  directness  and  potency  of  a  natural  force.  She 
had  the  kind  of  beauty  that  can  change  but  not  diminish — it 
depended  for  so  much  of  its  power  on  the  kind  of  person  she 
was  that  it  could  only  end  when  she  did.  One  trembled  for  her 
(it  was  too  good  to  survive)  and  was  humbled  at  the  same  time, 
by  a  face  that  was  more  strongly  alive  than  anyone  else’s,  which 
contained  an  indestructible,  fearless  happiness.  She  shone. 

A  few  days  later  we  met  at  a  small  party  and  I  stood  at  her 
side.  We  didn’t  speak  much.  I  told  her  of  the  noise  she  made  as 
she  passed  my  door.  And  often  on  the  days  that  followed  when 
I  got  back  to  my  room  I  found  the  words  “Poop,  poop  poop” 
written  on  a  piece  of  paper  lying  on  my  table — her  phonetic 
spelling  of  the  noise  I  hadn’t  been  there  to  hear.  One  night  we 
made  part  of  a  party  that  went  to  the  theatre  together.  This 
entailed  her  staying  the  night  out  of  her  college  and  I  found  her 
a  room  in  the  house  where  I  was  living.  After  saying  goodnight 
I  went  upstairs  back  to  my  desk,  I  had  an  essay  to  write.  After 
a  few  lines  I  felt  I  had  to  be  sure  she  had  everything  she  needed 
and  went  downstairs.  She  had,  and  I  went  back  to  my  work. 
Another  few  lines  and  I  knew  it  was  no  use.  I  went  down  again 
and  she  seemed  to  be  waiting  for  me,  her  face  luminous  and 
amused.  I  did  what  I  should  have  done  days  before,  I  took  her 
in  my  arms  and  kissed  her;  every  experience,  however  simple, 
has  its  maximum  brilliance.  This  happens  only  once,  and  is  so 
startlingly  different  from  anything  less  than  itself  that  it  seems 
to  contain  indications  of  a  strength  and  a  joy  far  beyond  it,  a 
hint  that  we  live  only  on  the  edges  of  a  possibility. 

I  fought  and  struggled  and  kicked.  I  wasn’t  ready,  not  for 
this,  not  now.  I  gathered  she  came  from  the  haute  bourgeoisie— 
her  mother  Rosamond  Lehmann,  the  novelist — her  father’s 
father  a  lord.  I  had  no  money,  my  father  had  no  money,  and  I 
hadn’t  the  slightest  intention  of  trying  to  earn  any.  I  wanted  to 
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wander  some  more  and  find  myself,  I  didn’t  want  to  get  mixed 
up  with  people  like  that.  Also  I  had  no  intention  of  being 
caught  up  in  all  the  flummeries  of  love,  about  which  I’d  read  so 
much  that  was  always  suspiciously  vague  and  religiose.  I  wanted 
to  use  my  mind,  not  be  trapped  in  a  gust  of  unspecific  dismays 
and  exaltations  by  a  blonde  princess  I  couldn’t  take  my  eyes  off. 
I  had  fighting  to  do. 

I  had  to  admit  she  had  none  of  the  mannerisms  or  presup¬ 
positions  of  her  class — in  fact,  she  was  less  of  a  snob  than  I 
was  myself.  Nor  was  this  the  protected  beauty’s  ignorance  of 
how  the  world  was  made.  Her  incredulous  hatred  of  injustice 
was  far  more  immediately  practical  than  my  own — when  she 
could  she  acted,  without  hesitation — her  father  was  a 
Communist,  and  as  she  once  said,  she  wasn’t  his  daughter  for 
nothing.  Nor  was  she  rich,  she  had  the  same  amount  of 
money  as  I  had.  Nevertheless  ...  I  spent  hours  in  my  room 
explaining  to  her  in  so  many  words,  as  darkness  slowly  fell 
outside,  that  it  was  all  impossible,  without  ever  defining  quite 
what.  And  then  I’d  realize  with  a  spasm  of  relief  that  watch¬ 
ing  me  attentively  as  I  strode  about  she  wasn’t  listening  to  a 
word  I  said  but  hearing  all  she  wanted  to  hear  revealed  in  the 
tone  of  my  voice. 

A  crust  was  falling  from  my  surface;  the  layer  of  muscles 
under  the  skin  seemed  to  be  losing  their  tensions — like  waking 
from  a  deep  sleep  they  were  fresh  and  elastic  and  eager  for  use.  I 
saw  her  face  as  it  really  was.  For  the  first  time  I  was  looking  at  a 
person  outside  myself.  It  was  as  though  my  arms,  instead  of  being 
locked  protectively  across  my  chest,  were  opening  out,  exposing 
what  I  was  and  what  I  wanted  to  be.  If  I  was  a  dancer  I  could 
dance  that  feeling. 

I  continued  to  work,  with  new  energy  in  fact.  Far  from  com¬ 
ing  in  between,  her  face  lent  further  colour  and  meaning  to 
what  I  had  just  been  beginning  to  understand.  I  began  to  write, 
and  for  the  first  time  finish,  poems.  There  was  some  point  in 
finishing  them  now — I  had  her  to  show  them  to. 
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The  Confessions  of  St.  Augustine  (397-400)  by  St. 
Augustine  (354-430),  Roman-North  African  bishop 

Generally  described  as  the  first  full-length  “autobiography,”  St. 
Augustine’s  Confessions  forms  an  extended  prayer  to  God  for  grace  and 
forgiveness.  The  first  ten  books  cover  the  author’s  childhood,  his  edu¬ 
cation,  and  early  manhood  in  Carthage,  Rome,  and  Milan,  where  he 
became  a  teacher  of  rhetoric.  Although  his  Catholic  mother  encour¬ 
aged  him  to  become  a  Christian,  Augustine’s  path  to  conversion  was 
far  from  straightforward,  and  his  life  story  includes  colorful  descriptions 
of  the  author’s  youthful  indiscretions,  as  well  as  moving  passages  such 
as  the  one  below  about  the  loss  of  a  friend.  Augustine  converted  to 
Christianity  at  the  age  of  thirty-two,  devoting  himself  to  a  spiritual  life 
from  that  point  onwards. 

In  those  years,  when  I  first  began  to  teach  rhetoric  in  my  native 
town,  I  had  acquired  a  very  dear  friend,  from  association  in  our 
studies,  of  mine  own  age,  and,  like  myself,  just  rising  up  into  the 
flower  of  youth.  He  had  grown  up  with  me  from  childhood,  and 
we  had  been  both  school-fellows  and  play-fellows.  But  he  was  not 
then  my  friend,  nor,  indeed,  afterwards,  as  true  friendship  is;  for 
true  it  is  not  but  in  such  as  Thou  bindest  together,  cleaving  unto 
Thee  by  that  love  which  is  shed  abroad  in  our  hearts  by  the  Holy 
Ghost,  which  is  given  unto  us.  But  yet  it  was  too  sweet,  being 
ripened  by  the  fervour  of  similar  studies.  For,  from  the  true  faith 
(which  he,  as  a  youth,  had  not  soundly  and  thoroughly  become 
master  of),  I  had  turned  him  aside  towards  those  superstitious  and 
pernicious  fables  which  my  mother  mourned  in  me.  With  me  this 
man’s  mind  now  erred,  nor  could  my  soul  exist  without  him.  But 
behold,  Thou  wert  close  behind  Thy  fugitives — at  once  God  of 
vengeance  and  Fountain  of  mercies,  who  tumest  us  to  Thyself  by 
wondrous  means.  Thou  removedst  that  man  from  this  life  when 
he  had  scarce  completed  one  whole  year  of  my  friendship,  sweet 
to  me  above  all  the  sweetness  of  that  my  life. 

“Who  can  show  forth  all  Thy  praise”  which  he  hath  expe¬ 
rienced  in  himself  alone?  What  was  it  that  Thou  didst  then,  O 
my  God,  and  how  unsearchable  are  the  depths  of  Thy  judg¬ 
ments!  For  when,  sore  sick  of  a  fever,  he  long  lay  unconscious 
in  a  death-sweat,  and  all  despaired  of  his  recovery,  he  was  bap- 
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tized  without  his  knowledge;  myself  meanwhile  little  caring, 
presuming  that  his  soul  would  retain  rather  what  it  had 
imbibed  from  me,  than  what  was  done  to  his  unconscious  body. 
Far  different,  however,  was  it,  for  he  was  revived  and  restored. 
Straightaway,  as  soon  as  I  could  talk  to  him  (which  I  could  as 
soon  as  he  was  able,  for  I  never  left  him,  and  we  hung  too  much 
upon  each  other),  I  attempted  to  jest  with  him,  as  if  he  also 
would  jest  with  me  at  that  baptism  which  he  had  received 
when  mind  and  senses  were  in  abeyance,  but  had  now  learnt 
that  he  had  received.  But  he  shuddered  at  me,  as  if  I  were  his 
enemy;  and,  with  a  remarkable  and  unexpected  freedom, 
admonished  me,  if  I  desired  to  continue  his  friend,  to  desist 
from  speaking  in  such  a  way.  I,  confounded  and  confused,  con¬ 
cealed  all  my  emotions,  till  he  should  get  well,  and  his  health 
be  strong  enough  to  allow  me  to  deal  with  him  as  I  wished.  But 
he  was  withdrawn  from  my  frenzy,  that  with  Thee  he  might  be 
preserved  for  my  comfort.  A  few  days  after,  during  my  absence, 
he  had  a  return  of  the  fever,  and  died. 

At  this  sorrow  my  heart  was  utterly  darkened,  and  whatever 
I  looked  upon  was  death.  My  native  country  was  a  torture  to 
me,  and  my  father’s  house  a  wondrous  unhappiness;  and  what¬ 
soever  I  had  participated  in  with  him,  wanting  him,  turned  into 
a  frightful  torture.  Mine  eyes  sought  him  everywhere,  but  he 
was  not  granted  them;  and  I  hated  all  places  because  he  was  not 
in  them;  nor  could  they  now  say  to  me,  “Behold,  he  is  coming,” 
as  they  did  when  he  was  alive  and  absent.  I  became  a  great  puz¬ 
zle  to  myself,  and  asked  my  soul  why  she  was  so  sad,  and  why 
she  so  exceedingly  disquieted  me;  but  she  knew  not  what  to 
answer  me.  And  if  I  said,  “Hope  thou  in  God,”  she  very  prop¬ 
erly  obeyed  me  not;  because  that  most  dear  friend  whom  she 
had  lost  was,  being  man,  both  truer  and  better  than  that  phan¬ 
tasm  she  was  bid  to  hope  in.  Naught  but  tears  were  sweet  to  me, 
and  they  succeeded  my  friend  in  the  dearest  of  my  affections. 

And  now,  O  Lord,  these  things  are  passed  away,  and  time 
hath  healed  my  wound. 
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In  Pharaoh’s  Army :  Memories  of  a  Lost  War  (1994)  by 
Tobias  Wolff  (1945-  ),  American  writer 

Wolff  is  the  author  of  two  influential  works  of  autobiography:  This 
Boy’s  Life  (1989),  about  his  childhood  and  adolescence  growing  up 
outside  Seattle,  and  In  Pharaoh’s  Army,  in  which  he  deals  with  his 
experiences  as  an  officer  during  the  Vietnam  War.  Trained  to  speak 
Vietnamese  and  put  in  charge  of  South  Vietnamese  soldiers,  the 
author  lived  through  the  Tet  Offensive  of  1968.  The  violent  bom¬ 
bardment  of  US  and  South  Vietnamese  troops  is  described  by  Wolff 
with  surreal  detachment  and  precision,  effectively  allowing  the  reader 
to  more  fully  register  the  inhumanity  and  horror  of  conflict.  He  is  also 
the  author  of  short  stories  and  most  recently  a  novel,  Old  School 
(2004),  and  is  professor  of  English  and  creative  writing  at  Stanford. 

When  the  assault,  the  so-called  Tet  Offensive,  first  began  we 
didn’t  know  what  was  going  on.  The  firing  woke  us  up.  It 
was  about  three-thirty,  four  in  the  morning,  January  31,  1968, 
which  I  think  of  now  as  a  kind  of  birthday;  the  first  day  in  the  rest 
of  my  life,  for  sure.  Sergeant  Benet  and  I  hustled  outside  and  saw 
flares  going  up  all  over  the  town.  Soldiers  from  the  battalion  were 
running  past  us,  carbines  in  hand,  heading  for  the  perimeter.  I  said 
I  didn’t  like  this.  I  could  hear  myself  say  it:  “I  don’t  like  this.” 

We  got  dressed  and  walked  over  to  Major  Chau’s  headquar¬ 
ters.  His  staff  officers  were  carrying  out  tables  and  chairs,  map 
cases,  radios.  One  of  them  told  the  major  we  were  there.  He 
came  to  the  door  and  said,  “Later.  You  come  back  later.”  When 
I  asked  him  for  a  situation  report,  he  said,  “Later.  Now  is  too 
busy,  yes,”  and  went  back  inside. 

Sergeant  Benet  and  I  spent  the  morning  cleaning  our 
weapons  and  listening  to  the  radio.  In  this  way  we  learned  that 
My  Tho  was  in  enemy  hands  and  most  of  our  division  under 
attack.  We  also  found  out  that  the  same  thing  was  happening 
everywhere  else.  All  the  towns  of  the  Delta — My  Tho,  Ben 
Tre,  Soc  Trang,  Can  Tho,  Ca  Mau,  Vinh  Long,  all  of  them — 
were  full  of  VC.  Every  town  and  city  in  the  country  was  under 
siege.  Every  airfield  had  been  hit.  Every  road  cut.  They  were  in 
the  streets  of  Saigon,  in  the  American  embassy.  All  in  one 
night.  The  whole  country. 


The  Middle  »-  255 


I  could  barely  take  in  what  I  was  hearing.  To  make  sense  of 
it  was  especially  hard  because  nothing  could  be  put  to  use,  or 
translated  into  hope.  Even  the  official  optimism  of  the  Armed 
Forces  Radio  announcers  couldn’t  patch  over  the  magnitude  of 
the  facts  they  were  reporting,  and  when  we  tuned  in  the  regular 
military  frequencies  we  heard  nothing  but  shock  and  frenzied 
pleas  for  support.  Nobody  was  getting  any  support  because  the 
supporting  units  needed  support  themselves.  That  meant  we 
couldn’t  get  relief  from  anyone,  which  was  sorry  news  for  us. 
The  battalion  was  undermanned  to  begin  with,  and  a  lot  of  our 
troops  had  gone  home  for  Tet.  We  would  have  to  defend  this 
ridiculously  exposed  piece  of  land  with  a  skeleton  crew  and 
without  a  prayer  of  help  from  the  air  or  the  ground.  We  were 
completely  on  our  own. 

Sergeant  Benet  and  I  listened  to  the  radio  and  said  little. 
He  was  lying  on  the  couch,  gazing  up  at  the  ceiling,  which 
was  a  kindness.  I  didn’t  want  him  to  see  how  I  was  taking  this 
because  I  didn’t  really  know  how  I  was  taking  it.  I  felt  as  if  I 
were  looking  on  from  a  great  distance.  As  the  morning 
passed  I  got  hungry  and  made  a  sandwich,  still  listening.  I 
became  aware  of  my  hands  and  what  they  were  doing.  How 
strange  it  is  to  spread  mayonnaise.  It  can  be  the  strangest 
thing  you’ve  ever  done.  I  ate  a  few  bites  and  had  to  stop,  my 
mouth  was  so  dry. 

Major  Chau  sent  for  us.  He  was  in  the  bunker  where  he’d 
set  up  his  command  post.  “This  is  too  bad,”  he  said.  “You  can 
get  air  support,  yes?” 

“No.  Nothing.” 

“Yes!  Come.  Look.”  He  showed  me  the  map,  tapping  with  his 
pointer,  trying  to  make  me  see  the  difficulty  of  our  position. 
When  he  finally  understood  that  I  couldn’t  call  down  jets  if  we 
were  attacked,  he  made  a  hissing  noise  and  bared  his  teeth.  He 
laid  the  pointer  on  the  map  and  fumbled  out  a  Marlboro  but 
couldn’t  fit  it  into  the  holder  he  used.  He  looked  down  at  the  cig¬ 
arette  and  the  holder,  then  turned  and  walked  outside.  A  few 
minutes  later  he  came  back  and  acted  as  if  nothing  had  hap¬ 
pened.  Sergeant  Benet  and  I  leaned  over  the  map  with  him  and 
his  staff  officers,  trying  to  imagine  a  plan  of  some  kind,  but  none 
of  us  had  anything  much  to  say. 
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I  felt  hollow,  loopy.  I  was  dull  and  slow-tongued,  the  others 
as  well.  What  we  did  was  stand  around  and  wait  for  something 
to  happen. 

All  this  time  we  could  hear  the  sound  of  the  shooting  in  My 
Tho. 

A  shell  exploded  somewhere  outside.  We  hit  the  deck,  our 
mouths  twisted  in  dire  grins.  Two  more  went  off  almost 
together.  They  weren’t  very  close,  but  I  felt  the  shock  in  my 
chest.  We  waited  for  the  next  one.  Then  we  stood  up  again, 
very,  very  slowly.  I  was  wide-awake  .  .  . 

The  process  by  which  we  helped  lay  waste  to  My  Tho  seemed 
not  of  our  making  and  at  all  times  necessary  and  right.  As  the 
battalions  in  town  came  under  more  and  more  pressure,  we 
began  to  drop  shells  on  the  buildings  around  them.  We  bom¬ 
barded  the  old  square  surrounding  General  Ngoc’s  headquarters, 
where  he  and  the  province  chief  were  holed  up  with  their  staff 
officers.  There  were  pockets  of  terrified  government  officialdom 
and  soldiery  huddled  throughout  the  town,  and  every  time  one 
of  them  got  through  to  us  on  the  radio  we  put  our  fire  right  where 
he  wanted  it,  no  questions  asked.  We  knocked  down  bridges  and 
sank  boats.  We  leveled  shops  and  bars  along  the  river.  We  pul¬ 
verized  hotels  and  houses,  floor  by  floor,  street  by  street,  block  by 
block.  I  saw  the  map,  I  knew  where  the  shells  were  going,  but  I 
didn’t  think  of  our  targets  as  homes  where  exhausted  and  fright¬ 
ened  people  were  praying  for  their  lives.  When  You’re  afraid  you 
will  kill  anything  that  might  kill  you.  Now  that  the  enemy  had 
the  town,  the  town  was  the  enemy  .  .  . 

For  the  next  couple  of  days  we  plastered  the  town.  Then  the 
jets  showed  up.  Their  run  into  My  Tho  took  them  right  over 
our  compound,  sometimes  low  enough  that  we  could  see  the 
rivets  on  their  skin.  Such  American  machines,  so  boss-looking, 
so  technical,  so  loud.  Phantoms.  When  they  slowed  overhead  to 
lock  into  formation  the  roar  of  their  engines  made  speech 
impossible.  Down  here  I  was  in  a  deranged  and  malignant  land, 
but  when  I  raised  my  eyes  to  those  planes  I  could  see  home. 
They  dove  screaming  on  the  town,  then  pulled  out  and  banked 
around  and  did  it  again.  Their  bombs  sent  tremors  pulsing  up 
through  our  legs.  When  they  used  up  all  their  bombs  they  flew 
off  to  get  more.  Flames  gleamed  on  the  underside  of  the  pall  of 
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smoke  that  overhung  My  Tho,  and  the  smell  of  putrefaction 
soured  the  breeze,  and  still  we  served  the  guns,  dropping  rings 
of  ruination  around  every  frightened  man  with  a  radio  trans¬ 
mitter. 

None  of  this  gave  me  pause.  Only  when  we  finally  took  the 
town  back,  when  the  last  sniper  had  been  blasted  off  his 
rooftop,  did  I  see  what  we  had  done,  we  and  the  VC  together. 
The  place  was  a  wreck,  still  smoldering  two  weeks  later,  still 
reeking  sweetly  of  corpses.  The  corpses  were  everywhere,  lying 
in  the  streets,  floating  in  the  reservoir,  buried  and  half  buried 
in  collapsed  buildings,  grinning,  blackened,  fat  with  gas,  limbs 
missing  or  oddly  bent,  some  headless,  some  burned  almost  to 
the  bone,  the  smell  so  thick  and  foul  we  had  to  wear  surgical 
masks  scented  with  cologne,  aftershave,  deodorant,  whatever 
we  had,  simply  to  move  through  town.  Hundreds  of  corpses  and 
the  count  kept  rising.  Gangs  of  diggers  sifted  through  the  rub¬ 
ble,  looking  for  survivors.  They  found  some,  but  mostly  they 
found  more  corpses.  These  they  rolled  up  in  tatami  mats  and 
left  by  the  roadside  for  pickup.  One  day  I  passed  a  line  of  them 
that  went  on  for  almost  a  block,  all  children,  their  bare  feet 
protruding  from  the  ends  of  the  mats.  My  driver  told  me  that 
we’d  bombed  a  school  building  where  they  had  been  herded 
together  to  learn  revolutionary  history  and  songs. 

I  didn’t  believe  it.  It  sounded  like  one  of  those  stories  that 
always  make  the  rounds  afterward.  But  it  could  have  been  true. 

Now  that  the  danger  was  past  I  could  permit  myself  certain 
feelings  about  what  we  had  done,  but  I  knew  even  then  that 
they  would  vanish  at  the  next  sign  of  danger.  How  about  the 
VC?  I  used  to  wonder.  Were  they  sorry?  Did  they  love  their  per¬ 
fect  future  so  much  that  they  could  without  shame  feed  chil¬ 
dren  to  it,  children  and  families  and  towns — their  own  towns? 
They  must  have,  because  they  kept  doing  it.  And  in  the  end 
they  got  their  future.  The  more  of  their  country  they  fed  to  it, 
the  closer  it  came. 

As  a  military  project  the  Tet  failed;  as  a  lesson  it  succeeded. 
The  VC  came  into  My  Tho  and  all  the  other  towns  knowing 
what  would  happen.  They  knew  that  once  they  were  among 
the  people  we  would  abandon  our  pretence  of  distinguishing 
between  them.  We  would  kill  them  all  to  get  at  one.  In  this  way 
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they  taught  the  people  that  we  did  not  love  them  and  would 
not  protect  them;  that  for  all  our  talk  of  partnership  and  broth¬ 
erhood  we  disliked  and  mistrusted  them,  and  that  we  would  kill 
every  last  one  of  them  to  save  our  own  skins.  To  believe  other¬ 
wise  was  self-deception.  They  taught  that  lesson  to  the  people, 
and  also  to  us.  At  least  they  taught  it  to  me. 

Testament  of  Youth  (1933)  by  Vera  Brittain  (1893-1970), 
English  writer 

Brittain’s  account  of  her  early  years  and  time  as  a  nurse  during  the  First 
World  War  was  written  with  the  intention  of  illuminating,  not  just  the 
author’s  own  story,  but  that  of  an  entire  generation — young  men  and 
women  whose  lives  were  devastated  and,  in  many  cases,  ended  by  war. 
The  author’s  fiance,  Roland  Leighton,  and  her  brother,  Edward 
Brittain,  were  both  killed  at  the  Front,  as  well  as  several  close  friends. 
She  produced  two  further  works  of  autobiography,  Testament  of 
Friendship  (1940)  about  her  relationship  with  the  writer  Winifred 
Holtby,  and  Testament  of  Experience  (1957),  which  recounts  her 
involvement  in  the  British  peace  movement.  Brittain  was  a  pacifist 
who  opposed  the  Second  World  War  and  who  helped  to  found  Britain’s 
Campaign  for  Nuclear  Disarmament  in  1957. 

Whenever  I  think  of  the  weeks  that  followed  news  of 
Roland’s  death,  a  series  of  pictures,  disconnected  but  crys¬ 
tal  clear,  unroll  themselves  like  a  kaleidoscope  through  my  mind. 

A  solitary  cup  of  coffee  stands  before  me  on  a  hotel  break¬ 
fast-table;  I  try  to  drink  it,  but  fail  ignominious ly. 

Outside,  in  front  of  the  promenade,  dismal  grey  waves  tum¬ 
ble  angrily  over  one  another  on  the  windy  Brighton  shore,  and, 
like  a  slaughtered  animal  that  still  twists  after  life  has  been 
extinguished,  I  go  on  mechanically  worrying  because  his  chan¬ 
nel-crossing  must  have  been  so  rough. 

In  an  omnibus,  going  to  Keymer,  I  look  fixedly  at  the  sky; 
suddenly,  the  pale  light  of  a  watery  sun  streams  out  between  the 
dark,  swollen  clouds,  and  I  think  for  one  crazy  moment  that  I 
have  seen  the  heavens  opened  .  .  . 

At  Keymer  a  fierce  gale  is  blowing  and  I  am  out  alone  on 
the  brown  winter  ploughlands,  where  I  have  been  driven  by  a 
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desperate  desire  to  escape  from  the  others.  Shivering  violently, 
and  convinced  that  I  am  going  to  be  sick,  I  take  refuge  behind 
a  wet  bank  of  grass  from  the  icy  sea-wind  that  rushes,  scream¬ 
ing,  across  the  sodden  fields. 

It  is  late  afternoon;  at  the  organ  of  the  small  village  church, 
Edward  is  improvising  a  haunting  memorial  hymn  for  Roland, 
and  the  words:  “God  walked  in  the  garden  in  the  cool  of  the 
evening,”  flash  irrelevantly  into  my  mind. 

I  am  back  on  night-duty  at  Camberwell  after  my  leave;  in 
the  chapel,  as  the  evening  voluntary  is  played,  I  stare  with 
swimming  eyes  at  the  lettered  wall,  and  remember  reading  the 
words:  “I  am  the  Resurrection  and  the  Life,”  at  the  early  morn¬ 
ing  communion  service  before  going  to  Brighton. 

I  am  buying  some  small  accessories  for  my  uniform  in  a  big 
Victoria  Street  store,  when  I  stop,  petrified,  before  a  vase  of  the 
tall  pink  roses  that  Roland  gave  me  on  the  way  to  David 
Copperfield ;  in  the  warm  room  their  melting  sweetness  brings 
back  the  memory  of  that  New  Year’s  Eve,  and  suddenly,  to  the 
perturbation  of  the  shop-assistants,  I  burst  into  uncontrollable 
tears,  and  find  myself,  helpless  and  humiliated,  unable  to  stop 
crying  in  the  tram  all  the  way  back  to  the  hospital. 

It  is  Sunday,  and  I  am  out  for  a  solitary  walk  through  the 
dreary  streets  of  Camberwell  before  going  to  bed  after  the 
night’s  work.  In  front  of  me  on  the  frozen  pavement  a  long  red 
worm  wriggles  slimily.  I  remember  that,  after  our  death,  worms 
destroy  this  body — however  lovely,  however  beloved — and  I 
run  from  the  obscene  thing  in  horror. 

It  is  Wednesday,  and  I  am  walking  up  the  Brixton  Road  on 
a  mild,  fresh  morning  of  early  spring.  Half-unconsciously  I  am 
repeating  a  line  from  Rupert  Brooke: 

“T  he  deep  night,  and  birds  singing,  and  clouds  flying  ...” 

For  a  moment  I  have  become  conscious  of  the  old  joy  in 
rainwashed  skies  and  scuttling,  fleecy  clouds,  when  suddenly  I 
remember — Roland  is  dead  and  I  am  not  keeping  faith  with 
him;  it  is  mean  and  cruel,  even  for  a  second,  to  feel  glad  to  be 
alive. 
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Twenty- three  c$° 

The  Secret  Life  of  Salvador  Dali  (1942)  by  Salvador  Dali 
(1904-1989),  Spanish  painter 

See  description  on  page  seventy-two. 

I  was  twenty-three,  living  at  my  parents’  house  in  Figueras.  I  was 
inspired,  working  on  a  large  cubist  painting  in  my  studio.  I  had 
lost  the  belt  to  my  dressing  gown,  which  kept  hampering  my 
movements.  Reaching  for  the  nearest  thing  to  hand  I  picked  up 
an  electric  cord  lying  on  the  floor  and  impatiently  wound  it 
round  my  waist.  At  the  end  of  the  cord,  however,  there  was  a 
small  lamp.  Not  wanting  to  waste  time  by  looking  further,  and  as 
the  lamp  was  not  very  heavy,  I  used  it  as  a  buckle  to  knot  the 
ends  of  my  improvised  belt  together. 

I  was  deeply  immersed  again  in  my  work  when  my  sister 
came  to  announce  that  there  were  some  important  people  in 
the  living-room  who  wanted  to  meet  me.  At  this  time  I  had 
considerable  notoriety  in  Catalonia,  less  because  of  my  paint¬ 
ings  than  because  of  several  cataclysms  that  I  had  unwittingly 
precipitated.  I  tore  myself  ill-humoredly  from  my  work  and 
went  into  the  living-room.  I  was  immediately  aware  of  my  par¬ 
ents’  disapproving  glance  at  my  paint-spattered  dressing  gown, 
but  no  one  yet  noticed  the  lamp  which  dangled  behind  me, 
right  against  my  buttocks.  After  a  polite  introduction  I  sat 
down,  crushing  the  lamp  against  the  chair  and  causing  the  bulb 
to  burst  like  a  bomb.  An  unpredictable,  faithful  and  objective 
hazard  seems  to  have  systematically  singled  out  my  life  to  make 
what  are  normally  uneventful  incidents  violent,  phenomenal 
and  memorable. 
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c^>  Twenty-four 

The  Qreatest:  My  Own  Story  (1975)  by  Muhammad  Ali 
(1942-  ),  American  boxer  and  humanitarian 

The  Greatest  was  the  result  of  six  years’  collaboration  between  the  boxer 
and  his  co-writer,  Richard  Durham.  In  this  autobiographical  work,  Ali 
describes,  amongst  other  incidents,  his  gold  medal  at  the  1960  Olympics, 
his  conversion  to  Islam  leading  to  his  name  change  from  Cassius  Clay, 
and  his  1967  refusal  to  be  drafted  into  the  US  army  during  the  Vietnam 
War,  at  which  point  he  was  taken  to  court  and  stripped  of  his  heavy¬ 
weight  title.  After  announcing  his  retirement  in  1981,  Ali  was  diagnosed 
with  Parkinson’s  disease.  He  remains  active  in  advocating  for  children 
and  war  victims,  and  in  promoting  humanitarian  causes.  In  2004  he  pub¬ 
lished  a  further  memoir,  co-written  with  one  of  his  nine  children  and 
called  The  Soul  of  the  Butterfly:  Reflections  on  Life’s  Journey. 

Of  all  the  poems  I  wrote,  all  the  words  I  spoke,  all  the  slogans 
I  shouted — “I’m  the  greatest!”  .  . .  “I’m  the  prettiest!”  ...  “I 
can’t  be  beat!”  .  .  .  “He  must  fall  in  five!” — of  all  the  controver¬ 
sies  that  aroused  people  against  me  or  for  me,  none  would  have 
the  effect  on  my  life  or  change  the  climate  around  me  like  the 
“poem”  I  read  on  a  TV  hookup  one  warm  February  afternoon  in 
Miami,  1966. 

I  was  in  training  and  looking  forward  to  my  third  defense  of 
the  World  Heavyweight  Title.  This  time  against  six-foot-six 
Ernie  “The  Octopus”  Terrell,  so  named  because  he  wrapped  his 
long  arms  like  tentacles  around  his  opponents,  smothering 
their  blows  and  hugging  them  half  to  death. 

I  had  come  out  into  the  front  yard  of  the  little  gray  cement 
cottage  that  my  White  Southern  Christian  Millionaire 
Sponsors  had  rented  in  my  name  in  the  black  section  of  Miami. 

A  TV  reporter  had  been  set  up  to  ask  my  reaction  to  the  fact 
that  the  Louisville  Draft  Board  had  just  promoted  me  from  i-Y, 
deferred  status,  to  i-A,  making  me  eligible  for  immediate  induc¬ 
tion  into  the  U.S.  Army. 

I  gave  it:  “I  ain’t  got  no  quarrel  with  the  Viet  Cong.”  Later, 
when  they  kept  asking  the  same  question,  I  rhymed  it  for  them: 
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Keep  asking  me,  no  matter  how  long 
On  the  war  in  Viet  Nam,  I  sing  this  song 
I  ain’t  got  no  quarrel  with  the  Viet  Cong  .  .  . 

I  said  more  than  that,  of  course,  much  more,  and  all 
evening,  but  those  were  the  only  words  it  seemed  the  world 
wanted  to  hear  from  me.  They  broke  out  in  headlines  across 
America  and  overseas — in  London,  Paris,  Berlin,  Zurich, 
Madrid,  Hong  Kong,  Rome,  Amsterdam — and  for  years  after¬ 
wards  their  echo  would  rumble  in  the  air  around  me.  In  fact, 
the  rumbling  began  even  before  I  got  to  sleep  that  night. 

After  the  reporters  left  I  took  a  ride  over  to  a  Miami  Beach 
steakhouse,  and  when  I  came  back  my  brother  was  in  the  door¬ 
way.  He  was  beckoning  me  in  a  way  I  understood  to  mean  he 
wanted  no  reporters  to  follow. 

“The  phones  won”t  stop,”  he  whispered  as  I  brushed  past 
him.  “They  gone  crazy.” 

We  had  three  phones  and  all  three  were  ringing.  I  was 
reaching  for  the  nearest  one. 

“Wait  a  minute.”  He  tried  to  restrain  me.  “Let  me  answer. 
They  all  insane.” 

But  I  was  already  hearing  a  hard,  mean  voice  on  the  other 
end  of  the  line:  “This  you,  Cassius?” 

“No,  sir,”  I  said,  feeling  he  should  at  least  acknowledge  my 
name.  “This  is  Muhammad  Ali.” 

“Muhammad,  Cassius — whatever  you  call  yourself,  I 
heard  you  on  TV!”  he  shouted.  “You  cowardly,  turncoat 
black  rat!  If  I  had  a  bomb  I  would  blow  you  to  hell!  I’ve  got 
a  message  for  you  and  your  kind  .  .  .  “  I  hung  up,  since  I  had 
already  gotten  the  message,  and  picked  up  the  kitchen 
phone.  A  woman’s  voice  was  hysterical:  “Cassius  Clay?  Is 
that  you?  You  better’n  my  son?  You  black  bastard,  you!  I  pray 
to  God  they  draft  you  tomorrow.  Draft  you  and  shoot  you  on 
the  spot!  Listen  to  me  .  .  .” 

I  let  her  go  to  pick  up  the  phone  in  the  bedroom.  This  time 
it  was  a  voice  I  knew.  A  deputy  sheriff  named  Murphy  who  had 
escorted  me  around  Miami  Beach  many  times.  He  had  a  soft 
drawl,  like  a  fatherly  bigot:  “Now,  Cassius,  you  just  done  gone 
too  far  now.  Somebody’s  telling  you  wrong.  Them  Jews  and 
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Dagos  you  got  around  you.  Now,  some  of  my  boys  want  to  come 
down  and  talk  to  you,  for  your  own  good.” 

I  hung  up  and  took  the  phone  handed  to  me  by  my  sparring 
partner,  Cody  Jones.  There  was  only  heavy  breathing.  Then: 
“You  gonna  die,  nigger,  before  the  night’s  out!  You  gonna  die 
for  that!”  and  more  heavy  breathing. 

Those  who  had  always  wanted  me  to  disappear  from  the 
scene  reacted  quickest.  The  first  calls  came  mostly  from  the 
white  side  of  Miami.  But  as  the  news  spread  across  the  time 
zones,  other  voices  were  saying,  “That  was  mighty  fine”  . . .  “I’m 
glad  you  said  that”  .  .  .  “It’s  time  someone  spoke  out.” 

And  in  the  days  that  followed,  calls  came  in  from  Kansas 
City,  Omaha,  St  Louis,  Las  Vegas,  New  York,  Philadelphia. 
Housewives  and  professionals  and  plain  everyday  people — who 
I  never  heard  from  except  when  I  pulverized  somebody  in  the 
ring — thanked  me  for  what  I  said.  Students  called  from  cam¬ 
puses,  urging  me  to  come  and  speak.  It  was  a  strange  new  feel¬ 
ing,  and  now,  without  planning  or  even  wanting  it,  I  was  an 
important  part  of  a  movement  I  hardly  knew  existed. 

For  days  I  was  talking  to  people  from  a  whole  new  world. 
People  who  were  not  even  interested  in  sports,  especially  prize¬ 
fighting.  One  in  particular  I  will  never  forget:  a  remarkable 
man,  seventy  years  older  than  me  but  with  a  fresh  outlook 
which  seemed  fairer  than  that  of  any  white  man  I  had  ever  met 
in  America. 

My  brother  Rahaman  had  handed  me  the  phone,  saying, 
“Operator  says  a  Mr  Bertrand  Russell  is  calling  Mr.  Muhammad 
Ali.”  I  took  it  and  heard  the  crisp  accent  of  an  Englishman:  “Is 
this  Muhammad  Ali?”  When  I  said  it  was,  he  asked  me  if  I  had 
been  quoted  correctly. 

I  acknowledged  that  I  had  been,  but  wondered  out  loud, 
“Why  does  everyone  want  to  know  what  I  think  about  Viet 
Nam?  I’m  no  politician,  no  leader.  I’m  just  an  athlete.” 

“Well,”  he  said,  “this  is  a  war  more  barbaric  than  others,  and 
because  a  mystique  is  built  up  around  a  champion  fighter,  I  sup¬ 
pose  the  world  has  more  than  incidental  curiosity  about  what 
the  World  Champion  thinks.  Usually  he  goes  with  the  tide. 
You  surprised  them.” 

I  liked  the  sound  of  his  voice,  and  told  him  I  might  be  com- 
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ing  to  England  soon  to  fight  the  European  champ,  Henry 
Cooper,  again. 

“If  I  fight  Cooper,  who’d  you  bet  on?” 

He  laughed.  “Henry’s  capable,  you  know,  but  I  would  pick 
you.” 

I  gave  him  back  a  stock  answer  I  used  on  such  occasions: 
“You’re  not  as  dumb  as  you  look.”  And  I  invited  him  to  ring¬ 
side  when  I  got  to  London. 

He  couldn’t  come  to  the  fight,  but  for  years  we  exchanged 
cards  and  notes.  I  had  no  idea  who  he  was  (the  name  Bertrand 
Russell  had  never  come  up  in  Central  High  in  Louisville)  until 
two  years  later  when  I  was  thumbing  through  a  World  Book 
Encyclopaedia  in  the  Muhammad  Speaks  newspaper  office  in 
Chicago  and  saw  his  name  and  picture.  He  was  described  as 
one  of  the  greatest  mathematicians  and  philosophers  of  the 
twentieth  century.  That  very  minute  I  sat  down  and  typed  out 
a  letter  of  apology  for  my  offhand  remark,  “You’re  not  as  dumb 
as  you  look,”  and  he  wrote  back  that  he  had  enjoyed  the  joke. 

A  short  time  after  I  fought  Cooper,  when  I  had  another 
fight  prospect  in  London,  I  made  plans  for  Belinda  and  me  to 
visit  him,  but  I  had  to  explain  to  him  that  the  outcome  of  my 
fight  against  being  drafted  to  Viet  Nam  might  hold  me  up.  The 
letter  he  wrote  was  sent  to  me  in  Houston: 

I  have  read  your  letter  with  the  greatest  admiration  and  per - 
sonal  respect. 

In  the  coming  months  there  is  no  doubt  that  he  men  who  rule 
Washington  will  try  to  damage  you  in  every  way  open  to  them, 
but  I  am  sure  you  know  that  you  spoke  for  your  people  and  for 
the  oppressed  everywhere  in  the  courageous  defiance  of 
American  power.  They  will  try  to  break  you  because  you  are  a 
symbol  of  a  force  they  are  unable  to  destroy,  namely,  the 
aroused  consciousness  of  a  whole  people  determined  no  longer 
to  be  butchered  and  debased  wih  fear  and  oppression.  You  have 
my  wholehearted  support.  Call  me  when  you  come  to  England. 
Yours  sincerely,  Bertrand  Russell 


By  the  time  I  got  his  letter  I  had  been  convicted  and  my  passport 
lifted,  just  as  his  had  been  in  World  War  I.  Four  years  later,  when 
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my  passport  was  returned,  the  friend  I  had  made  with  my  remark  in 
my  front  yard  had  died.  I  thought  of  him  whenever  I  visited 
England  and  for  years  I  kept  a  picture  of  his  warm  face  and  wide 
eyes.  “Not  as  dumb  as  he  looks.” 

Youth  (2002)  by  J.  M.  Coetzee  (1940-  ),  South  African 
writer 

The  novelist  J.  M.  Coetzee’s  experiences  growing  up  in  a  German- 
Afrikaans  family  in  Cape  Town,  South  Africa,  are  described  in  his  first 
autobiographical  work,  Boyhood:  Scenes  from  Provincial  Life  (1997).  In 
its  sequel,  Youth,  the  author  leaves  his  family  and  the  divided  commu¬ 
nity  of  Cape  Town  behind  him  for  London,  where  he  finds  work  as  a 
computer  programmer.  In  the  excerpt  below,  Coetzee  is  twenty-four 
and  about  to  leave  England  to  take  up  graduate  work  in  the  United 
States,  at  which  point  the  book  ends.  Both  Boyhood  and  Youth  are  writ¬ 
ten  in  the  third  person,  a  technique  which  Coetzee  employs  to  remind 
readers  that,  when  reconstructing  himself  from  his  memories,  he  is  cre¬ 
ating  a  character  in  much  the  same  way  as  he  would  a  fictional  one. 

What  is  wrong  with  him  is  that  he  is  not  prepared  to  fail.  He 
wants  an  A  or  an  alpha  or  one  hundred  per  cent  for  his 
every  attempt,  and  a  big  Excellent!  in  the  margin.  Ludicrous! 
Childish!  He  does  not  have  to  be  told  so:  he  can  see  it  for  him¬ 
self.  Nevertheless.  Nevertheless  he  cannot  do  it.  Not  today. 
Perhaps  tomorrow.  Perhaps  tomorrow  he  will  be  in  the  mood, 
have  the  courage. 

If  he  were  a  warmer  person  he  would  no  doubt  find  it  all  eas¬ 
ier:  life,  love,  poetry.  But  warmth  is  not  in  his  nature.  Poetry  is 
not  written  out  of  warmth  anyway.  Rimbaud  was  not  warm, 
Baudelaire  was  not  warm.  Hot,  indeed,  yes,  when  it  was 
needed — hot  in  life,  hot  in  love — but  not  warm.  He  too  is 
capable  of  being  hot,  he  has  not  ceased  to  believe  that.  But  for 
the  present,  the  present  indefinite,  he  is  cold:  cold,  frozen. 

And  what  is  the  upshot  of  this  lack  of  heat,  this  lack  of 
heart?  The  upshot  is  that  he  is  sitting  alone  on  a  Sunday  after¬ 
noon  in  an  upstairs  room  in  a  house  in  the  depths  of  the 
Berkshire  countryside,  with  crows  cawing  in  the  fields  and  a 
grey  mist  hanging  overhead,  playing  chess  with  himself,  grow- 
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ing  old,  waiting  for  evening  to  fall  so  that  he  can  with  a  good 
conscience  fry  his  sausages  and  bread  for  supper.  At  eighteen, 
he  might  have  been  a  poet.  Now  he  is  not  a  poet,  not  a  writer, 
not  an  artist.  He  is  a  computer  programmer,  a  twenty-four-year- 
old  computer  programmer  in  a  world  in  which  there  are  no 
thirty-year-old  computer  programmers.  At  thirty  one  is  too  old 
to  be  a  programmer:  one  turns  oneself  into  something  else — 
some  kind  of  businessman — or  one  shoots  oneself.  It  is  only 
because  he  is  young,  because  the  neurons  in  his  brain  are  still 
firing  more  or  less  infallibly,  that  he  has  a  toehold  in  the  British 
computer  industry,  in  British  society,  in  Britain  itself. 

If  This  Is  a  Man  /  Survival  In  Auschwitz  (1947)  by  Primo 
Levi  (1919-1987),  Italian  writer  and  chemist 

Levi’s  extraordinary  Holocaust  testimonial  was  first  published  in 
Italian  in  1947,  just  two  years  after  his  liberation  from  the  Nazi  death 
camp  at  Auschwitz.  A  Jew  and  a  member  of  the  Italian  anti-fascist 
restistance,  Levi  was  captured,  deported,  enslaved,  becoming  one  of 
only  20  Italian  Jews  to  survive  the  camp.  Such  unspeakable  experi¬ 
ences  are  described  by  the  author  with  sustained  skill  and  precision. 
After  the  war  Levi  resumed  his  work  as  a  chemist,  retiring  in  1977  to 
write  full-time.  His  last  work  of  autobiography,  The  Drowned  and  the 
Saved  (1986)  returned  to  the  subject  matter  of  his  first  book,  at  a  time 
when  Levi  was  fearful  that  the  Holocaust  was  already  being  forgotten. 
The  following  year,  at  the  age  of  sixty-seven,  the  author  died  from  a 
fatal  fall  presumed  to  be  a  suicide. 

I  was  captured  by  the  fascist  militia  on  13  December  1943. 1  was 
twenty-four,  with  little  wisdom,  no  experience  and  a  decided 
tendency — encouraged  by  the  life  of  segregation  forced  on  me 
for  the  previous  four  years  by  the  racial  laws — to  live  in  an  unre¬ 
alistic  world  of  my  own,  a  world  inhabited  by  civilized  Cartesian 
phantoms,  by  sincere  male  and  bloodless  female  friendships.  I 
cultivated  a  moderate  and  abstract  sense  of  rebellion. 

It  had  been  by  no  means  easy  to  flee  into  the  mountains  and 
to  help  set  up  what,  both  in  my  opinion  and  in  that  of  friends 
little  more  experienced  than  myself,  should  have  become  a  par¬ 
tisan  band  affiliated  with  the  Resistance  movement  Justice  and 
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Liberty.  Contacts,  arms,  money  and  the  experience  needed  to 
acquire  them  were  all  missing.  We  lacked  capable  men,  and 
instead  we  were  swamped  by  a  deluge  of  outcasts,  in  good  or 
bad  faith,  who  came  from  the  plain  in  search  of  a  nonexistent 
military  or  political  organization,  of  arms,  or  merely  of  protec¬ 
tion,  a  hiding  place,  a  fire,  a  pair  of  shoes. 

At  that  time  I  had  not  yet  been  taught  the  doctrine  I  was 
later  to  learn  so  hurriedly  in  the  Lager:  that  man  is  bound  to  pur¬ 
sue  his  own  ends  by  all  possible  means,  while  he  who  errs  but 
once  pays  dearly.  So  that  I  can  only  consider  the  following 
sequence  of  events  justified.  Three  Fascist  Militia  companies, 
which  had  set  out  in  the  night  to  surprise  a  much  more  powerful 
and  dangerous  band  than  ours,  broke  into  our  refuge  one  spectral 
snowy  dawn  and  took  me  down  to  the  valley  as  a  suspect  person. 

During  the  interrogations  that  followed,  I  preferred  to  admit 
my  status  of  “Italian  citizen  of  Jewish  race.”  I  felt  that  otherwise 
I  would  be  unable  to  justify  my  presence  in  places  too  secluded 
even  for  an  evacuee;  while  I  believed  (wrongly  as  was  subse¬ 
quently  seen)  that  the  admission  of  my  political  activity  would 
have  meant  torture  and  certain  death.  As  a  Jew,  I  was  sent  to 
Fossoli,  near  Modena,  where  a  vast  detention  camp,  originally 
meant  for  English  and  American  prisoners-of-war,  collected  all 
the  numerous  categories  of  people  not  approved  of  by  the  new¬ 
born  Fascist  Republic. 

At  the  moment  of  my  arrival,  that  is,  at  the  end  of  January 
1944,  there  were  about  one  hundred  and  fifty  Italian  Jews  in 
the  camp,  but  within  a  few  weeks  their  number  rose  to  over  six 
hundred.  For  the  most  part  they  consisted  of  entire  families 
captured  by  the  Fascists  or  Nazis  through  their  imprudence  or 
following  secret  accusations.  A  few  had  given  themselves  up 
spontaneously,  reduced  to  desperation  by  the  vagabond  life,  or 
because  they  lacked  the  means  to  survive,  or  to  avoid  separa¬ 
tion  from  a  captured  relation,  or  even — absurdly — “to  be  in 
conformity  with  the  law.”  There  were  also  about  a  hundred 
Jugoslavian  military  internees  and  a  few  other  foreigners  who 
were  politically  suspect. 

The  arrival  of  a  squad  of  German  SS  men  should  have  made 
even  the  optimists  doubtful;  but  we  still  managed  to  interpret 
the  novelty  in  various  ways  without  drawing  the  most  obvious 
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conclusions.  Thus,  despite  everything,  the  announcement  of 
the  deportation  caught  us  all  unawares. 

On  20  February,  the  Germans  had  inspected  the  camp  with 
care  and  had  publicly  and  loudly  upbraided  the  Italian  com¬ 
missar  for  the  defective  organization  of  the  kitchen  service  and 
for  the  scarce  amount  of  wood  distribution  for  heating;  they 
even  said  that  an  infirmary  would  soon  be  opened.  But  on  the 
morning  of  the  21st  we  learned  that  on  the  following  day  the 
Jews  would  be  leaving.  All  the  Jews,  without  exception.  Even 
the  children,  even  the  old,  even  the  ill.  Our  destination? 
Nobody  knew.  We  should  be  prepared  for  a  fortnight  of  travel. 
For  every  person  missing  at  the  roll-call,  ten  would  be  shot. 

Only  a  minority  of  ingenuous  and  deluded  souls  continued 
to  hope;  we  others  had  often  spoken  with  the  Polish  and  Croat 
refugees  and  we  knew  what  departure  meant. 

For  people  condemned  to  death,  tradition  prescribes  an  aus¬ 
tere  ceremony,  calculated  to  emphasize  that  all  passions  and 
anger  have  died  down,  and  that  the  act  of  justice  represents  only 
a  sad  duty  towards  society  which  moves  even  the  executioner  to 
pity  for  the  victim.  Thus  the  condemned  man  is  shielded  from 
all  external  cares,  he  is  granted  solitude  and,  should  he  want  it, 
spiritual  comfort;  in  short,  care  is  taken  that  he  should  feel 
around  him  neither  hatred  nor  arbitrariness,  only  necessity  and 
justice,  and  by  means  of  punishment,  pardon. 

But  to  us  this  was  not  granted,  for  we  were  many  and  time 
was  short.  And  in  any  case,  what  had  we  to  repent,  for  what 
crime  did  we  need  pardon?  The  Italian  commissar  accordingly 
decreed  that  all  services  should  continue  to  function  until  the 
final  notice:  the  kitchens  remained  open,  the  corvees  for  clean¬ 
ing  worked  as  usual,  and  even  the  teachers  of  the  little  school 
gave  lessons  until  the  evening,  as  on  other  days.  But  that 
evening  the  children  were  given  no  homework. 

And  night  came,  and  it  was  such  a  night  that  one  knew  that 
human  eyes  would  not  witness  it  and  survive.  Everyone  felt 
this:  not  one  of  the  guards,  neither  Italian  nor  German,  had  the 
courage  to  see  what  men  do  when  they  know  they  have  to  die. 

All  took  leave  from  life  in  the  manner  which  most  suited 
them.  Some  praying,  some  deliberately  drunk,  others  lustfully 
intoxicated  for  the  last  time.  But  the  mothers  stayed  up  to  pre- 
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pare  the  food  for  the  journey  with  tender  care,  and  washed 
their  children  and  packed  the  luggage;  and  at  dawn  the  barbed 
wire  was  full  of  children’s  washing  hung  out  in  the  wind  to  dry. 
Nor  did  they  forget  the  diapers,  the  toys,  the  cushions  and  the 
hundred  other  small  things  which  mothers  remember  and 
which  children  always  need.  Would  you  not  do  the  same?  If  you 
and  your  child  were  going  to  be  killed  tomorrow,  would  you  not 
give  him  to  eat  today? 

In  hut  6A  old  Gattegno  lived  with  his  wife  and  numerous 
children  and  grandchildren  and  his  sons-  and  daughters-in-law. 
All  the  men  were  carpenters;  they  had  come  from  Tripoli  after 
many  long  journeys,  and  had  always  carried  with  them  the 
tools  of  their  trade,  their  kitchen  utensils  and  their  accordions 
and  violins  to  play  and  dance  to  after  the  day’s  work.  They  were 
happy  and  pious  folk.  Their  women  were  the  first  to  silently 
and  rapidly  finish  the  preparations  for  the  journey  in  order  to 
have  time  for  mourning.  When  all  was  ready,  the  food  cooked, 
the  bundles  tied  together,  they  unloosened  their  hair,  took  off 
their  shoes,  placed  the  Yahrzeit  candles  on  the  ground  and  lit 
them  according  to  the  customs  of  their  fathers,  and  sat  on  the 
bare  soil  in  a  circle  for  the  lamentations,  praying  and  weeping 
all  the  night.  We  collected  in  a  group  in  front  of  their  door,  and 
we  experienced  within  ourselves  a  grief  that  was  new  for  us,  the 
ancient  grief  of  the  people  that  has  no  land,  the  grief  without 
hope  of  the  exodus  which  is  renewed  every  century. 


Twenty-five 

Present  Indicative  (1937)  by  Noel  Coward  (1899-1973), 
English  playwright,  songwriter,  and  actor 

Coward  wrote  three  volumes  of  autobiography:  Present  Indicative, 
Future  Indefinite  (1954)  and  Past  Conditional  (incomplete  at  the  time 
of  his  death  in  1973).  In  the  first  volume,  he  describes  his  precocious 
rise  to  fame — his  first  acting  job  at  age  of  twelve;  his  first  play  which 
was  produced  when  he  was  eighteen,  and  his  first  hit  on  the  London 
stage  with  the  play  Vortex  (1924)  which  made  his  name  at  twenty- 
five.  He  was  born  Noel  Pierce  Coward  in  1899,  in  Middlesex, 
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England.  Over  a  period  of  five  decades,  Coward  wrote  and  appeared 
in  scores  of  plays,  musicals,  and  films.  Although  his  autobiographies 
mention  his  male  friends,  he  never  publicly  discussed  his  homosexu¬ 
ality.  When  pressed  to  come  out,  he  replied:  “There  are  still  a  few  old 
ladies  in  Worthing  who  don’t  know.” 

Success  altered  the  face  of  London  for  me.  Just  for  a  little  the 
atmosphere  felt  lighter.  I’m  not  sure  whether  or  not  the  peo¬ 
ple  who  passed  me  in  the  street  appeared  to  be  more  smiling  and 
gay  than  they  had  been  hitherto,  but  I  expect  they  did.  I  do  know 
that  very  soon  life  began  to  feel  overcrowded.  Every  minute  of 
the  day  was  occupied  and  I  relaxed,  rather  indiscriminately,  into 
a  welter  of  publicity.  No  Press  interviewer,  photographer  or  gos¬ 
sip  writer  had  to  fight  in  order  to  see  me,  I  was  wide  open  to  them 
all;  smiling  and  burbling  bright  witticisms,  giving  my  views  on 
this  and  that,  discussing  such  problems  as  whether  or  not  the 
modem  girl  would  make  a  good  mother,  or  what  would  be  my 
ideal  in  a  wife,  etc.  My  opinion  was  asked  for,  and  given,  on  cur¬ 
rent  books  and  plays.  I  made  a  few  adequately  witty  jokes  which 
were  immediately  misquoted  or  twisted  round  the  wrong  way, 
thereby  denuding  them  of  any  humour  they  might  originally 
have  had.  I  was  photographed  in  every  conceivable  position.  Not 
only  was  I  photographed,  but  my  dressing-room  was  pho¬ 
tographed,  my  car  was  photographed,  my  rooms  in  Ebury  Street 
were  photographed.  It  was  only  by  an  oversight,  I  am  sure,  that 
our  lodgers  escaped  the  camera. 

I  took  to  wearing  coloured  turtle-necked  jerseys,  actually 
more  for  comfort  than  for  effect,  and  soon  I  was  informed  by  my 
evening  paper  that  I  had  started  a  fashion.  I  believe  that  to  a 
certain  extent  this  was  really  true;  at  any  rate,  during  the  ensu¬ 
ing  months  I  noticed  more  and  more  of  our  seedier  West  End 
chorus  boys  parading  about  London  in  them. 

I  found  people  difficult  to  cope  with  in  my  new  circum¬ 
stances.  Their  attitude  to  me  altered  so  swiftly  and  so  com¬ 
pletely.  Naturally  my  intimates  and  the  few  friends  I  happened 
to  know  well  remained  the  same,  but  ordinary  acquaintances  to 
whom  I  had  nodded  and  spoken  casually  for  years,  gummed 
strong  affection  to  me  like  fly-paper  and  assumed  tacit  propri¬ 
etary  rights.  Apparently  they  had  always  known  that  I  was 
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clever,  talented,  brilliant  and  destined  for  great  things.  “How 
does  it  feel,”  they  cried,  “to  be  a  genius?”  To  reply  to  this  sort  of 
remark  without  either  complacency  or  offensive  modesty  was 
impossible,  and  so  I  chose  the  latter  as  being  the  less  trouble¬ 
some  course  and  wore  a  permanent  blush  of  self-deprecation  for 
quite  a  long  while.  I  can  indeed  still  call  it  into  use  if  necessary. 
Sometimes  I  became  so  carried  away  by  my  performance  that  I 
alluded  to  my  success  as  luck!  This  monumental  insincerity  was 
received  with  acclaim.  People  were  actually  willing  and  eager  to 
believe  that  I  could  throw  out  of  my  mind  all  memories  of  heart¬ 
breaks,  struggles,  disillusionments,  bitter  disappointments,  and 
work,  and  dismiss  my  hard-earned  victory  as  luck.  Just  glorious 
chance.  An  encouraging  pat  on  the  back  from  kindly  Fate.  I  can 
only  imagine  that  this  easy  belief  in  a  fundamental  schism  in  my 
scale  of  values  must  have  been  a  comfort  to  them,  an  implica¬ 
tion  that  such  a  thing  might  happen  to  anybody. 

The  legend  of  my  modesty  grew  and  grew.  I  became  extraor¬ 
dinarily  unspoiled  by  my  great  success.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  I 
still  am.  I  have  frequently  been  known  to  help  old  friends  in 
distress  and,  odd  as  it  may  seem,  I  have  actually  so  far  forgotten 
my  glory  as  to  give  occasional  jobs  to  first-rate  actors  whom  I 
knew  in  my  poorer  days.  Gestures  such  as  these  cause  wide¬ 
spread  astonishment.  The  general  illusion  that  success  auto¬ 
matically  transforms  ordinary  human  beings  into  monsters  of 
egotism  has,  in  my  case,  been  shattered.  I  am  neither  con¬ 
ceited,  overbearing,  rude,  nor  insulting  to  waiters.  People  often 
refer  to  me  as  being  “simple”  and  “surprisingly  human.”  All  of 
which  is  superficially  gratifying  but,  on  closer  analysis,  quite 
idiotic.  Conceit  is  more  often  than  not  an  outward  manifesta¬ 
tion  of  an  inward  sense  of  inferiority.  Stupid  people  are  fre¬ 
quently  conceited  because  they  are  subconsciously  frightened 
of  being  found  out;  scared  that  some  perceptive  eye  will  pierce 
through  their  facade  and  discover  the  timid  confusion  behind 
it.  As  a  general  rule,  the  most  uppish  people  I  have  met  have 
been  those  who  have  never  achieved  anything  whatsoever. 

I  am  neither  stupid  nor  scared,  and  my  sense  of  my  own 
importance  to  the  world  is  relatively  small.  On  the  other  hand, 
my  sense  of  my  own  importance  to  myself  is  tremendous.  I  am 
all  I  have,  to  work  with,  to  play  with,  to  suffer  and  to  enjoy.  It 
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is  not  the  eyes  of  others  that  I  am  wary  of,  but  my  own.  I  do  not 
intend  to  let  myself  down  more  than  I  can  possibly  help,  and  I 
find  that  the  fewer  illusions  that  I  have  about  me  or  the  world 
around  me,  the  better  company  I  am  for  myself. 

Naturally  in  1925  my  reasoning  on  myself  was  not  as  clear  as 
it  is  now,  but  the  nucleus  was  fortunately  there.  I  opened  my 
arms  a  little  too  wide  to  everything  that  came,  and  enjoyed  it. 
Later  on,  just  a  little  while  later,  three  years  to  be  exact,  circum¬ 
stances  showed  me  that  my  acceptance  has  been  a  thought  too 
credulous.  The  “darling”  of  the  London  Theatre  received  what 
can  only  be  described  as  a  sharp  kick  in  the  pants.  And  while  my 
over-trusting  behind  was  still  smarting,  I  took  the  opportunity  to 
do  a  little  hard  thinking. 

Perhaps,  after  all,  in  the  above  paragraphs  I  have  been  a  lit¬ 
tle  stingy  with  my  gratitude.  I  hereby  render  deep  thanks  to 
those  booing  hysterical  galleryites  and  those  exultant,  unkind 
critics  and  journalists  for  doing  me  more  constructive  good 
than  any  of  their  cheers  or  praises  have  ever  done. 


Twenty-seven,  Twenty-eight 

Narrative  of  the  Life  of  Frederick  Douglass ,  An  American 
Slave,  1845  by  Frederick  Douglass  (c. 1818-1895), 
American  writer,  former  slave,  and  abolitionist 

See  description  on  page  seventy-six. 

I  was  bom  in  tuckahoe,  near  Hillsborough,  and  about  twelve 
miles  from  Easton,  in  Talbot  County,  Maryland.  I  have  no 
accurate  knowledge  of  my  age,  never  having  seen  any  authentic 
record  containing  it.  By  far  the  larger  part  of  the  slaves  know  as 
little  of  their  ages  as  horses  know  of  theirs,  and  it  is  the  wish  of 
most  masters  within  my  knowledge  to  keep  their  slaves  thus 
ignorant.  I  do  not  remember  to  have  ever  met  a  slave  who  could 
tell  of  his  birthday.  They  seldom  come  nearer  to  it  than  planting¬ 
time,  harvest-time,  cherry-time,  spring-time,  or  fall-time.  A 
want  of  information  concerning  my  own  was  a  source  of  unhap¬ 
piness  to  me  even  during  childhood.  The  white  children  could 
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tell  their  ages.  I  could  not  tell  why  I  ought  to  be  deprived  of  the 
same  privilege.  I  was  not  allowed  to  make  any  inquiries  of  my 
master  concerning  it.  He  deemed  all  such  inquiries  on  the  part  of 
a  slave  improper  and  impertinent,  and  evidence  of  a  restless 
spirit.  The  nearest  estimate  I  can  give  makes  me  now  between 
twenty-seven  and  twenty-eight  years  of  age.  I  come  to  this,  from 
hearing  my  master  say,  some  time  during  1835,  I  was  about  sev¬ 
enteen  years  old. 

The  Poetic  Memoirs  of  Lady  Daibu  (C.1174-C.1232)  by 
Lady  Daibu  (C.1157-C.1232),  Japanese  poet  and  courtier 

The  earliest  sections  of  T he  Poetic  Memoirs  were  begun  in  1174,  while 
Kenreimon-in  Ukyo  no  Daibu  (Lady  Daibu)  was  serving  as  a  lady-in- 
waiting  to  the  Empress  Tokuku,  in  Kyoto,  Japan.  A  result  of  a  life¬ 
time’s  work,  Daibu’s  memoirs  provide  an  emotional  account  of  the 
author’s  inner  life  over  a  period  of  nearly  sixty  years.  Central  to  her 
story  is  a  single  difficult  relationship  with  an  unnamed  lover  that 
lasted  for  many  years  and  ended  when  he  died  in  the  civil  war  which 
broke  out  in  Japan  in  1180.  In  1232,  some  time  before  her  death,  she 
assembled  her  poems  and  writings  into  a  single  book. 

I  used  to  be  amused  by  the  various  love  affairs  I  saw  around  me 
or  heard  about,  though  I  myself  had  no  thought  of  following 
everybody  else  in  such  behavior.  But  among  the  many  men  who 
used  to  mingle  with  us  at  all  times  of  the  day  and  night,  just  like 
other  ladies- in- waiting,  there  was  one  in  particular  who  made 
approaches  to  me,  though  after  seeing  and  hearing  of  other  peo¬ 
ple’s  unhappy  affairs  I  felt  I  ought  not  to  let  anything  of  that  sort 
happen  to  me.  Destiny,  however,  is  not  to  be  avoided,  and  in 
spite  of  my  resolve,  I  also  came  to  know  love’s  miseries. 

Once,  while  this  affair  was  causing  me  a  great  deal  of 
heartache,  I  was  at  my  home,  lost  in  thought  and  gazing  west¬ 
ward  into  the  distance.  The  light  of  the  evening  sun  was  fading 
on  the  treetops  and  this  filled  me  with  melancholy.  Then  the 
sky  darkened  and  the  fitful  winter  rain  began  to  fall.  As  I 
looked  out  at  this,  I  felt: 
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Caught  in  the  last  rays 
Of  the  setting  sun,  the  treetops 
Darken  in  the  chilling  rain: 

So  too  my  heart  is  dimmed 
And  clouded  over  in  its  misery. 

Story  of  My  Life  (1789-1792)  by  Giacomo  Casanova 
(1725-1798),  Italian  writer  and  adventurer 

See  description  on  page  229. 

It  was  at  one  hour  after  sunset  that  I  took  up  my  position  by  the 
statue  of  the  hero  Colleoni.  She  had  told  me  to  go  there  at  the 
second  hour,  but  I  wanted  to  have  the  gentle  pleasure  of  waiting 
for  her.  The  night  was  cold  but  magnificent,  and  without  the 
slightest  breeze  in  the  air. 

At  two  hours  after  sunset  precisely,  I  saw  a  gondola  with  two 
oars  pull  up  and  a  figure  wearing  a  mask  get  out.  After  speaking 
to  the  oarsman  in  the  prow,  the  figure  made  its  way  to  the 
statue.  Seeing  a  masked  man,  I  am  alarmed;  I  step  out  of  his 
path  and  berate  myself  for  not  carrying  my  pistols.  The  mask 
walks  around  the  statue  and  approaches  me,  holding  out  a  hand 
peacefully,  leaving  me  no  room  for  doubt.  I  recognize  my  angel 
dressed  as  a  man.  She  laughs  at  my  surprise,  rests  her  arm  in 
mine,  and  without  exchanging  a  word,  we  walk  towards  St 
Mark’s  Square;  we  cross  it  and  go  to  the  small  house  that  could 
not  have  been  more  than  a  hundred  paces  from  the  Teatro  San 
Moise. 

There  everything  is  arranged  as  I  had  ordered.  We  climb  the 
stairs  and  I  quickly  take  off  my  mask,  but  MM  takes  pleasure  in 
walking  slowly  around  every  nook  of  the  delicious  place  that 
she  was  being  welcomed  into,  enchanted  too  that  I  was  con¬ 
templating  her  in  profile,  and  often,  facing  her,  the  full  grace  of 
her  person,  and  that  I,  who  should  be  the  lover  to  possess  her, 
admired  her  in  her  finery.  She  was  surprised  at  the  marvel  that 
made  her  see  her  form  everywhere,  and  simultaneously,  even 
though  she  stood  still,  from  a  hundred  different  points  of  view. 
Her  multiple  portraits  offered  up  by  the  mirrors  in  the  light  of 
all  the  candles  placed  for  this  purpose,  presented  her  with  a 
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new  spectacle  that  made  her  fall  in  love  with  herself.  Seated  on 
a  stool,  I  examined  attentively  all  the  elegance  of  her  finery.  A 
cloak  of  smooth  velvet  the  colour  of  roses,  trimmed  with 
embroidered  spangles  of  gold,  a  matching  hand-embroidered 
waistcoat,  richer  than  anything  you  have  ever  seen,  breeches  in 
black  satin,  lace-work  in  needlepoint,  buckles  studded  with 
precious  stones,  an  expensive  solitaire  on  her  little  finger,  and 
on  her  other  hand  a  ring  that  displayed  only  a  surface  of  white 
taffeta  covered  in  a  convex  crystal.  Her  hooded  cape  of  black 
blonde-lace  was  as  beautiful  as  it  could  be  in  terms  of  its  fine¬ 
ness  and  its  design.  She  came  and  stood  in  front  of  me  so  that 
I  could  see  her  better.  I  look  in  her  pockets  and  find  there  a 
snuffbox,  a  box  for  sweets,  flask,  wallet  for  toothpicks, 
lorgnette,  and  handkerchiefs  that  exuded  a  scent  that  filled  the 
air.  I  study  attentively  the  wealth  and  the  work  of  her  two 
watches  and  her  beautiful  pendant  seals  attached  to  delicate 
chains  with  little  carats.  I  look  in  her  side  pockets  and  find  two 
flintlock  pistols  of  the  finest  English  workmanship  .  .  . 

“Wait  here  while  I  go  and  take  my  disguise  off  alone.” 

A  quarter  of  an  hour  later,  she  appeared  before  me,  her  hair 
done  up  as  a  man,  with  her  beautiful  locks  unpowdered,  whose 
long  curls  at  the  front  come  down  to  the  bottom  of  her  cheeks. 

A  black  ribbon  tied  them  at  the  back  and  a  loose  plait  like 
a  tail  reached  down  to  her  legs  .  .  .  Overcome  by  so  many 
charms,  I  felt  that  I  might  be  ill.  I  threw  myself  on  the  sofa  to 
support  my  head. 

“I’ve  lost  all  confidence,”  I  tell  her,  “you  will  never  be  mine; 
even  tonight  some  fatal  setback  will  tear  you  from  my  desires; 
a  miracle  devised  perhaps  by  your  divine  husband  who  has 
become  jealous  of  this  mortal.  I  feel  crushed.  In  a  quarter  of  an 
hour  perhaps  I  will  no  longer  exist.” 

“Are  you  mad?  I  am  yours  here  and  now,  if  you  so  wish. 
Though  I  have  been  fasting,  I  do  not  need  to  dine.  Let  us  go 
to  bed.” 

She  was  cold.  We  sat  by  the  fire.  She  told  me  that  she  was 
not  wearing  a  waistcoat.  I  unbuckled  a  heart  of  brilliants  that 
held  her  frill  closed  and  my  hands  sensed,  before  my  eyes  saw, 
that  there  was  only  her  shirt  between  the  air  and  the  two 
sources  of  life  enhancing  her  chest.  I  became  ardent;  she 
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needed  only  to  kiss  me  once  to  calm  me  and  to  say  two  words: 
“After  dinner.” 

“Two  Virgins”  (1986)  by  John  Lennon  (1940-1980), 
English  songwriter,  musician,  and  writer 

This  description  of  Lennon’s  love  affair  with  his  wife,  written  in  his 
signature  nonsensical  style,  was  thought  missing,  the  manuscript 
stolen,  until  it  was  rediscovered  and  put  into  print  after  his  death  in 
1980.  Lennon’s  first  book  appeared  in  the  wake  of  The  Beatles’  mas¬ 
sive  success:  In  His  Own  Write  (1964)  comprising  his  drawings  and 
comical  writings.  A  Spaniard  in  the  Works,  his  next  book  in  a  similar 
vein,  appeared  in  1965.  Towards  the  end  of  The  Beatles’  era,  Lennon 
became  involved  with  Yoko  Ono  and  the  two  married  in  1969.  The 
writings  included  in  the  collection  Skywriting  By  Word  of  Mouth 
(1986)  were  produced  in  the  period  after  he  met  Ono,  and  include  the 
autobiographical  “Two  Virgins.” 

Wonsaponatime  there  was  two  Balloons  called  Jock  and 
Yono.  They  were  strictly  in  love-bound  to  happen  in  a 
million  years.  They  were  together  man.  Unfortunatimetable  they 
both  seemed  to  have  previous  experience — which  kept  calling 
them  one  way  oranother  (you  know  howitis).  But  they  battled 
on  against  overwhelming  oddities,  includo  some  of  there  beast 
friends.  Being  in  love  they  cloong  even  the  more  together  man — 
but  some  of  the  poisonessmonster  of  outrated  buslodedshithrow- 
ers  did  stick  slightly  and  they  occasionally  had  to  resort  to  the 
drycleaners.  Luckily  this  did  not  kill  them  and  they  weren’t 
banned  from  the  olympic  games.  They  lived  hopefully  ever  after, 
and  who  could  blame  them. 

The  Perfect  Stranger  (1966)  by  P.  J.  Kavanagh  (1931-  ), 
English  poet  and  actor 

See  descriptions  on  page  103  and  page  248. 

I  had  ten  pounds  a  week  and  Sally  had  four,  a  present  from  her 
mother  who’d  given  her  in  trust  the  savings  she’d  made  from 
her  books.  We  found  a  flat,  a  dank  one  in  Pimlico  that  smelled  of 
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hamsters,  and  fixed  a  date  to  be  married.  And  then,  as  so  often 
with  Sally,  the  right  things  began  to  happen  at  the  right  time,  like 
music.  We’d  neither  asked  for  help  nor  expected  any,  but  once 
we’d  committed  ourselves  to  a  place  and  a  date  the  help  came.  An 
aunt  of  Sally’s  who  lived  in  the  country  decided  to  buy  a  house  in 
London  and  rented  it  to  us  cheaply.  We  converted  the  top  floor 
into  a  flat,  rented  that  to  a  friend,  and  so  we  were  married  and 
lived  rent  free  in  a  house  of  our  own.  What  a  joy  that  was!  And 
marriage  itself  was  like  those  dreams  of  flying;  you  believe  so 
purely  and  completely  that  you  can,  suddenly  there  you  are,  cir¬ 
cling  round  the  room.  It  had  seemed  like  a  happy  end,  but  it 
turned  out  to  be  only  a  beginning.  I  woke  each  morning  to  my 
great  good  luck,  which  was  itself  like  a  house,  endlessly  clear  and 
bright,  with  rooms  that  continually  opened  out  into  larger, 
brighter  ones,  unsuspected  with  Sally  singing  softly  in  all  of  them; 
that  astonishing,  musical,  heart-easing  sound. 

Our  lives  for  the  next  year  and  a  half  were  too  simple  to  talk 
about.  Sally  did  odd  jobs  to  help  bring  in  the  money.  A  brief 
one  was  looking  after  some  energetic  children.  That  night  we 
came  back  from  some  friends  and  I  was  unexpectedly  and 
uncharacteristically  sick.  Sally  felt  fine  but  during  the  night  she 
had  a  miscarriage.  I  took  her  to  the  hospital  and  she  was  very 
clouded.  I  paid  her  an  unexpected  visit  before  work,  crept  into 
the  ward  at  seven  in  the  morning.  The  others  were  asleep  but 
she  was  awake,  staring  at  the  ceiling.  She  scarcely  recognized 
me;  within  seconds  she  was  telling  me  about  the  others  in  the 
ward,  their  names,  their  family  histories;  not  observed,  entirely 
entered  into.  After  a  while  I  realized  that  many  were  now 
awake,  smiling  on  their  pillows  towards  her,  not  greeting  or 
speaking,  just  quietly  smiling;  it  was  a  world  she’d  made  in  a 
couple  of  days,  with  her  at  the  centre  because  of  the  sheer  force 
of  her  participation  in  it.  I  went  out  into  the  courtyard  and 
could  have  yelled  for  joy — whereas  I  suppose  I  should  have 
been  hurt,  she’d  hardly  remembered  to  say  goodbye — but 
everything  I  wasn’t  she  so  completely  was:  our  one  and  one 
didn’t  make  two  but  two  thousand. 
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My  Father  and  Myself  (1968)  by  J.  R.  Ackerley 
(1896-1967),  English  editor  and  writer 

One  of  the  great  literary  editors  of  the  twentieth  century,  Ackerley 
wrote  his  coming- of- age  story  towards  the  end  of  his  life  and  it  was 
published,  on  his  request,  after  his  death.  My  Father  and  Myself  is  the 
author’s  attempt  to  understand  and  come  to  terms  with  his  distant  and 
often  disdainful  father.  Ackerley’s  father  died  in  1929,  leaving  his  son 
a  letter  revealing  that,  for  many  years,  he  had  kept  a  secret  French  mis¬ 
tress  and  second  family  in  France.  The  memoir  also  describes  the 
author’s  schooldays,  his  homosexual  longings,  his  experiences  during 
the  First  World  War,  the  beginnings  of  his  literary  career,  and  his  often 
agonizing  search  for  love.  Each  year,  The  J.  R.  Ackerley  Prize  for  auto¬ 
biography  is  given  in  the  author’s  honor. 

A  useful  vantage  point  for  observing  my  father  and  myself 
together  is  the  Bois  de  Boulogne  in  the  spring  of  1923.  My 
parents  were  in  Paris  with  my  sister,  who  was  working  as  a  man¬ 
nequin  for  one  of  the  fashion  houses,  and  I  joined  them  there, 
coming  up  from  Ragusa,  where  I  had  been  with  a  young  artist 
friend.  At  this  time  I  had  a  flat  in  St  John’s  Wood. 

I  remember  sitting  with  my  father  one  afternoon  in  the 
Bois,  watching  the  procession  of  people  go  by.  If  I  had  known 
and  thought  about  him  then  as  much  as  I  have  learnt  and 
thought  about  him  since  his  death,  what  an  interesting  con¬ 
versation  we  might  have  had.  For  here  was  the  city  of  his 
romantic  youth  .  .  .  The  place  must  have  been  full  of  memories 
for  him,  happy  and  sad,  and  if  I  could  have  that  day  again,  I 
hope  I  should  make  better  use  of  it.  But  although  it  was  jolly 
sitting  with  him  in  the  Bois,  we  had  no  interesting  talk;  instead 
we  were  watching  a  dog’s  large  turd,  just  pointed  out  by  him, 
which  lay  in  the  middle  of  the  path  in  front  of  us.  Which  of  the 
people  passing  along  would  be  the  first  to  tread  on  it?  That  was 
our  curiosity,  and  thus,  whether  it  was  dogs’  turds,  or  “yams,”  or 
other  trivialities,  did  all  our  life  together  senselessly  slip  away. 
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Praeterita:  Outlines  of  Scenes  and  Thoughts  Perhaps 
Worthy  of  Memory  in  My  Past  Life  (1885-1889)  by  John 
Ruskin  (1819-1900),  English  writer,  critic,  and  art  historian 

In  his  autobiography,  published  in  installments  between  1885  and 
1889,  Ruskin  describes  his  many  travels  throughout  Europe,  often 
with  his  mother  or  his  father.  It  was  in  France  and  in  Italy,  as  Ruskin 
explains,  that  he  more  fully  developed  his  aesthetic  and  spiritual  sen¬ 
sibilities.  The  year  he  graduated  from  Oxford  University  in  (1843),  he 
published  his  first  volume  of  art  criticism,  Modem  Painters,  written  in 
defence  of  the  groundbreaking  art  of  J.  M.  W.  Turner.  He  went  on  to 
write  four  subsequent  volumes  of  Modern  Painters,  as  well  as  numerous 
works  on  European  architecture,  establishing  an  enduring  frame  for 
looking  at  and  thinking  about  artworks  and  buildings. 

Calais  is  properly  a  Flemish,  not  French  town  (of  course 
the  present  town  is  all,  except  belfry  and  church,  built 
in  the  seventeenth  century,  no  vestige  remaining  of 
Plantagenet  Calais);  it  has  no  wooden  houses,  which  mark  the 
essential  French  civic  style,  but  only  brick  or  chalk  ones,  with, 
originally,  most  of  them,  good  indented  Flemish  stone  gables 
and  tiled  roofs.  True  French  roofs  are  never  tiled,  but  slated, 
and  have  no  indented  gables,  but  bold  dormer  windows  rising 
over  the  front,  never,  in  any  pretty  street  groups  of  them,  with¬ 
out  very  definite  expression  of  pride.  Poor  little  Calais  had 
indeed  nothing  to  be  proud  of,  but  it  had  a  quaint  look  of  con¬ 
tentment  with  itself  on  those  easy  terms;  some  dignity  in  its 
strong  ramparts  and  drawbridge  gates;  and,  better  than  dignity, 
real  power  and  service  in  the  half-mile  of  pier,  reaching  to  the 
low-tide  breakers  across  its  field  of  sand. 

Sunset,  then,  seen  from  the  pier-head  across  those  whisper¬ 
ing  fringes;  belfry  chime  at  evening  and  morning;  and  the  new 
life  of  that  year,  1846,  was  begun. 

After  our  usual  rest  at  Champagnole,  we  went  on  over  the 
Cenis  to  Turin,  Verona,  and  Venice;  whereat  I  began  showing 
my  father  all  my  new  discoveries  in  architecture  and  painting. 

But  there  began  now  to  assert  itself  a  difference  between  us  I 
had  not  calculated  on.  For  the  first  time  I  verily  perceived 
that  my  father  was  older  than  I,  and  not  immediately  nor  eas- 
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ily  to  be  put  out  of  his  way  of  thinking  in  anything.  We  had 
been  entirely  of  one  mind  about  the  carved  porches  of 
Abbeville,  and  living  pictures  of  Vandyck;  but  when  my 
father  now  found  himself  required  to  admire  also  flat  walls, 
striped  like  the  striped  calico  of  an  American  flag,  and  oval- 
eyed  saints  like  the  figures  on  a  Chinese  teacup,  he  grew 
restive.  Farther,  all  the  fine  writing  and  polite  eclat  of  [my 
book]  Modern  Painters  had  never  reconciled  him  to  my  total 
resignation  of  the  art  of  poetry;  and  beyond  this,  he  entirely, 
and  with  acute  sense  of  loss  to  himself,  doubted  and  deplored 
my  now  constant  habit  of  making  little  patches  and  scratches 
of  the  sections  and  fractions  of  things  in  a  notebook  which 
used  to  live  in  my  waistcoat  pocket,  instead  of  the  former 
Proutesque  or  Robertsian  outline  of  grand  buildings  and  sub¬ 
lime  scenes.  And  I  was  the  more  viciously  stubborn  in  taking 
my  own  way,  just  because  everybody  was  with  him  in  these 
opinions;  and  I  was  more  and  more  persuaded  every  day,  that 
everybody  was  always  wrong. 

Often  in  my  other  books — and  now,  once  for  all,  and  finally 
here — I  have  to  pray  my  readers  to  note  that  this  continually 
increasing  arrogance  was  not  founded  on  vanity  in  me,  but  on 
sorrow.  There  is  a  vast  difference — there  is  all  the  difference — 
between  the  vanity  of  displaying  one’s  own  faculties,  and  the 
grief  that  other  people  do  not  use  their  own.  Vanity  would  have 
led  me  to  continue  writing  and  drawing  what  everyone  praised; 
and  disciplining  my  own  already  practised  hand  into  finer  dex¬ 
terities.  But  I  had  no  thought  but  of  learning  more,  and  teach¬ 
ing  what  truth  I  knew — assuredly  then,  and  ever  since,  for  the 
student’s  sake,  not  my  own  fame’s;  however  sensitive  I  may  be  to 
the  fame,  also,  afterwards. 

Meantime,  my  father  and  I  did  not  get  on  well  in  Italy  at  all, 
and  one  of  the  worst,  wasp-barbed,  most  tingling  pangs  of  my 
memory  is  yet  of  a  sunny  afternoon  at  Pisa,  when,  just  as  we 
were  driving  past  my  pet  La  Spina  chapel,  my  father,  waking 
out  of  a  reverie,  asked  me  suddenly,  “John,  what  shall  I  give  the 
coachman?”  Whereupon  I,  instead  of  telling  him  what  he  asked 
me,  as  I  ought  to  have  done  with  much  complacency  at  being 
referred  to  on  the  matter,  took  upon  me  with  impatience  to 
reprove,  and  lament  over,  my  father’s  hardness  of  heart,  in 
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thinking  at  that  moment  of  sublunary  affairs.  And  the  spectral 
Spina  of  the  chapel  has  stayed  in  my  own  heart  ever  since. 

Nor  did  things  come  right  that  year  till  we  got  to 
Chamouni,  where,  having  seen  enough  by  this  time  of  the 
upper  snow,  I  was  content  to  enjoy  my  morning  walks  in  the 
valley  with  Papa  and  Mamma;  after  which,  I  had  more  than 
enough  to  do  among  the  lower  rocks  and  woods  till  dinner 
time,  and  in  watching  phases  of  sunset  afterwards  from  beneath 
the  slopes  of  the  Breven. 

A  Heartbreaking  Work  of  Staggering  Qenius:  A  Memoir 
Based  on  A  True  Story  (2000)  by  Dave  Eggers  (1970-  ), 
American  writer,  editor,  and  publisher 

Eggers’s  memoir  begins  with  the  illness  and  death  of  his  mother  from 
cancer,  just  months  after  his  father’s  death  from  the  same  disease.  The 
author  was  twenty-two  at  the  time.  The  excerpt  below  is  from  Eggers’s 
expertly  self-conscious  acknowledgements,  which  form  a  thirty-four- 
page-long  disclaimer  at  the  start  of  A  Heartbreaking  Work.  He  goes  on 
to  describes  his  move  to  San  Francisco  with  his  eight-year-old  brother 
Toph  after  their  parents’  deaths,  and  his  eventual  return  to  his  home¬ 
town  where  he  rapidly  unravels.  Eggers  is  the  founder  of  McSweeney’s, 
the  literary  quarterly,  and  the  publishing  house,  McSweeney’s  Books. 

The  author  would  like  to  acknowledge  that  he  does  not  look 
good  in  red.  Or  pink,  or  orange,  or  even  yellow — he  is  not  a 
spring.  And  until  last  year  he  thought  Evelyn  Waugh  was  a 
woman,  and  that  George  Eliot  was  a  man.  Further,  the  author, 
and  those  behind  the  making  of  this  book,  wish  to  acknowledge 
that  yes,  there  are  perhaps  too  many  memoir-sorts  of  books  being 
written  at  this  juncture,  and  that  such  books,  about  real  things 
and  real  people,  as  opposed  to  kind-of  made  up  things  and  people, 
are  inherently  vile  and  corrupt  and  wrong  and  evil  and  bad,  but 
would  like  to  remind  everyone  that  we  could  all  do  worse,  as  read¬ 
ers  and  as  writers. 

Anecdote:  midway  through  the  writing  of  this  .  .  .  this  .  .  . 
memoir,  an  acquaintance  of  the  author’s  accosted  him  at  a 
Western-themed  restaurant/bar,  while  the  author  was  eating  a 
hearty  plate  of  ribs  and  potatoes  served  fried  in  the  French 


282  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

style.  The  accoster  sat  down  opposite,  asking  what  was  new, 
what  was  up,  what  was  he  working  on,  etc.  The  author  said  Oh, 
well,  that  he  was  kind  of  working  on  a  book,  kind  of  mumble 
mumble.  Oh  great,  said  the  acquaintance,  who  was  wearing  a 
sport  coat  made  from  what  seemed  to  be  (but  it  might  have 
been  the  light)  purple  velour.  What  kind  of  book?  asked  the 
acquaintance.  (Let’s  call  him,  oh,  “Oswald”.)  What’s  it  about? 
asked  Oswald.  Well,  uh,  said  the  author,  again  with  the  silver 
tongue,  it’s  kind  of  hard  to  explain,  I  guess  it’s  kind  of  a  mem- 
oir-y  kind  of  thing — Oh  no!  said  Oswald,  interrupting  him, 
loudly.  (Oswald’s  hair,  you  might  want  to  know,  was  feathered.) 
Don’t  tell  me  you’ve  fallen  into  that  trap!  (It  tumbled  down  his 
shoulders,  Dungeons  &  Dragons-style.)  Memoir!  C’mon,  don’t 
pull  that  old  trick,  man!  He  went  on  like  this  for  a  while,  using 
the  colloquial  language  of  the  day,  until,  well,  the  author  felt 
sort  of  bad.  After  all,  maybe  Oswald,  with  the  purple  velour 
and  the  brown  corduroys,  was  right — maybe  memoirs  were 
Bad.  Maybe  writing  about  actual  events,  in  the  first  person,  if 
not  from  Ireland  and  before  you  turned  seventy,  was  Bad.  He 
had  a  point!  Hoping  to  change  the  subject,  the  author  asked 
Oswald,  who  shares  a  surname  with  the  man  who  killed  a  pres¬ 
ident,  what  it  was  that  he  was  working  on.  (Oswald  was  some 
sort  of  professional  writer.)  The  author,  of  course,  was  both 
expecting  and  dreading  that  Oswald’s  project  would  be  of  grave 
importance  and  grand  scope — a  renunciation  of  Keynesian 
economics,  a  reworking  of  Grendel  (this  time  from  the  point  of 
view  of  nearby  conifers),  whatever.  But  do  you  know  what  he 
said,  he  of  the  feathered  hair  and  purple  velour?  What  he  said 
was:  a  screenplay.  He  didn’t  italicize  it  then  but  we  will  here:  a 
screenplay.  What  sort  of  screenplay?  the  author  asked,  having 
no  overarching  problem  with  screenplays,  liking  movies  enor¬ 
mously  and  all,  how  they  held  a  mirror  to  our  violent  society 
and  all,  but  suddenly  feeling  slightly  better  all  the  same.  The 
answer:  a  screenplay  “about  William  S.  Burroughs,  and  the  drug 
culture.”  Well,  suddenly  the  clouds  broke,  the  sun  shone,  and 
once  again,  the  author  knew  this:  that  even  if  the  idea  of  relat¬ 
ing  a  true  story  is  a  bad  idea,  and  even  if  the  idea  of  writing 
about  deaths  in  the  family  and  delusions  as  a  result  is  unap¬ 
pealing  to  everyone  but  the  author’s  high  school  classmates  and 
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a  few  creative  writing  students  in  New  Mexico,  there  are  still 
ideas  that  are  much,  much  worse.  Besides,  if  you  are  bothered  by 
the  idea  of  this  being  real,  you  are  invited  to  do  what  the 
author  should  have  done,  and  what  authors  and  readers  have 
been  doing  since  the  beginning  of  time:  pretend  it’s  fiction. 

The  Autobiography  (1771-1788)  by  Benjamin  Franklin 
(1706-1790),  American  statesman,  publisher,  and  inventor 

See  description  on  page  124. 

Franklin’s  “memoirs”  as  he  described  them  (he  never  used  the 
word  autobiography)  were  written  over  a  period  of  seventeen 
years,  the  four  sections  later  collected  together  and  given  the 
title,  The  Autobiography,  and  first  published  in  complete  form  in 
1868.  Together  they  paint  a  fascinating  portrait  of  a  self-edu¬ 
cated,  self-made  man  who  achieved  enormous  success  in  business 
before  becoming  the  founding  father  and  statesman  of  history. 
The  author’s  rigorous  regimes  of  self-improvement  are  described 
in  detail  in  the  hope  that  they  would  positively  influence  young 
citizens  of  the  new  nation,  including  Franklin’s  son,  to  whom  his 
memoirs  were  originally  addressed. 

I  had  begun  in  1733  to  study  languages.  I  soon  made  myself  so 
much  a  Master  of  the  French  as  to  be  able  to  read  the  Books 
with  Ease.  I  then  undertook  the  Italian.  An  Acquaintance,  who 
was  also  learning  it,  us’d  often  to  tempt  me  to  play  Chess  with 
him.  Finding  this  took  up  too  much  of  the  Time  I  had  to  spare 
for  Study,  I  at  length  refus’d  to  play  any  more,  unless  on  this 
Condition,  that  the  Victor  in  every  Game  should  have  a  Right 
to  impose  a  Task,  either  in  Parts  of  the  Grammar  to  be  got  by 
heart,  or  in  Translation,  etc.,  which  Tasks  the  Vanquish’d  was  to 
perform  upon  Honour  before  our  next  Meeting.  As  we  play’d 
pretty  equally,  we  thus  beat  one  another  into  that  Language.  I 
afterwards  with  a  little  Pains-taking,  acquir’d  as  much  of  the 
Spanish  as  to  read  their  books  also.  I  have  already  mention’d  that 
I  had  only  one  Year’s  Instruction  in  a  Latin  School,  and  that 
when  very  young,  after  which  I  neglected  that  Language  entirely. 
But,  when  I  had  attained  an  Acquaintance  with  the  French, 
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Italian,  and  Spanish,  I  was  surpriz’d  to  find,  on  looking  over  a 
Latin  Testament,  that  I  understood  so  much  more  of  that 
Language  than  I  had  imagined;  which  encouraged  me  to  apply 
myself  again  to  the  Study  of  it,  &  I  met  with  more  Success,  as 
those  preceding  Languages  had  greatly  smooth’d  my  Way.  From 
these  Circumstances,  I  have  thought,  that  there  is  some 
Inconsistency  in  our  common  Mode  of  Teaching  Languages.  We 
are  told  that  it  is  proper  to  begin  first  with  the  Latin,  and  having 
acquir’d  that  it  will  be  more  easy  to  attain  those  modem 
Languages  which  are  deriv’d  from  it;  and  yet  we  do  not  begin 
with  the  Greek,  in  order  more  easily  to  acquire  the  Latin.  It  is 
true,  that  if  you  can  clamber  &  get  to  the  top  of  a  Stair-Case 
without  using  the  Steps,  you  will  more  easily  gain  them  in 
descending;  but  certainly,  if  you  begin  with  the  lowest  you  will 
with  more  Ease  ascend  to  the  Top.  And  I  would  therefore  offer  it 
to  the  Consideration  of  those  who  superintend  the  Educating  of 
our  Youth,  whether,  since  many  of  those  who  begin  with  the 
Latin  quit  the  same  after  spending  some  Years  without  having 
made  any  great  Proficiency,  and  what  they  have  leamt  becomes 
almost  useless,  so  that  their  time  has  been  lost,  it  would  not  have 
been  better  to  have  begun  them  with  the  French,  proceeding  to 
the  Italian,  etc.  for,  tho’  after  spending  the  same  time  they  should 
quit  the  Study  of  Languages  &  never  arrive  at  the  Latin,  they 
would,  however,  have  acquir’d  another  Tongue  or  two,  that  being 
in  modem  Use,  might  be  serviceable  to  them  in  common  Life. 

“An  Interview”  (1900)  by  Claude  Monet  (1840-1926), 
French  painter 

Monet  conducted  this  interview  for  Le  Temps  newspaper  during  the 
opening  of  his  Parisian  exhibition  of  1900.  In  it,  he  recounts  the 
details  of  his  life,  describing  his  decision  to  paint  despite  his  parents’ 
resistance.  After  his  childhood  and  youth  in  Le  Havre  and  two  years 
in  the  French  army,  Monet  went  to  study  art  in  Paris,  joining  the  cir¬ 
cle  of  Alfred  Sisley,  Frederic  Bazille,  and  Pierre-Auguste  Renoir. 
Although  the  word  “Impressionism”  would  not  be  used  to  describe  the 
group’s  work  until  1874,  these  men  had  begun  to  develop  a  style  that 
would  revolutionize  painting.  Monet  counted  amongst  his  acquain¬ 
tances  Edouard  Manet — during  the  early  part  of  their  careers,  the  two 


The  Middle  »-  285 


men  were  rivals  and  were  often  mistaken  for  each  other  because  of  the 
similarity  of  their  names. 

The  progress  I  made  was  rapid.  Three  years  later  I  was  showing 
at  exhibitions.  The  two  seascapes  that  I  had  sent  off  were 
given  top  billing  and  hung  prominently.  It  was  a  great  success.  In 
1866,  there  was  the  same  unanimous  praise  for  a  large  portrait 
that  was  displayed  at  Durand-Ruel  for  a  long  time,  called  The 
Woman  in  Green.  The  newspapers  transported  my  name  all  the 
way  back  to  Le  Havre.  My  family  finally  gave  me  its  respect.  With 
the  respect  the  allowance  was  reinstated.  I  bathed  in  opulence, 
provisionally  at  least,  because  we  were  to  fall  out  again  later  on, 
and  I  threw  myself  recklessly  into  painting  in  the  open  air. 

It  was  a  dangerous  novelty.  No  one  had  done  anything  like 
it  up  to  that  point,  not  even  Manet  who  tried  it  only  later,  after 
me.  His  painting  was  still  very  classical  then,  and  I  always 
remember  the  scorn  with  which  he  spoke  about  my  early  works. 

It  was  in  1867:  my  style  had  taken  shape,  but  it  was  nothing 
revolutionary,  all  things  considered.  I  was  far  from  having 
adopted  the  principle  of  dividing  colours  that  turned  so  many 
people  against  me,  but  I  was  starting  to  try  it  out  a  little  and  I 
was  playing  with  the  effects  of  light  and  colour  that  clashed 
with  received  ideas.  The  selection  committee,  which  had  wel¬ 
comed  me  so  well  at  the  beginning,  turned  on  me,  and  I  was 
ignominiously  blackballed  when  I  presented  this  new  painting 
at  the  Salon. 

Nonetheless,  I  found  a  way  of  exhibiting  but  elsewhere. 
Touched  by  my  pleas,  a  dealer  who  had  his  shop  on  Rue  Auber 
agreed  to  display  a  seascape  that  had  been  turned  down  by  the 
Palais  de  I’lndustrie.  There  was  a  general  clamour  of  indignation. 
One  evening,  I  stopped  in  the  street  in  the  middle  of  a  crowd 
of  onlookers,  to  hear  what  they  were  saying  about  me,  when  I 
saw  Manet  arrive  with  two  or  three  of  his  friends.  The  group 
stopped,  looked,  and  Manet,  shrugging  his  shoulders,  called  out 
disdainfully:  “Can  you  see  this  young  man  who  wants  to  paint 
in  the  open  air?  As  if  the  old  masters  had  never  thought  of  it!” 

Manet  held  an  old  grudge  against  me.  At  the  Salon  of  1866, 
the  day  of  the  opening,  he  had  been  met,  from  the  beginning, 
with  acclaim.  “Excellent,  my  dear,  your  painting!”  And  people 
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had  shaken  his  hand,  said  bravo,  congratulations.  Manet,  as  you 
can  imagine,  was  exultant.  Imagine  his  surprise  when  he  noticed 
that  the  canvas  they  were  congratulating  him  for  was  mine.  It 
was  The  Woman  in  Green.  And  as  bad  luck  would  have  it,  as  he 
tried  to  slip  away,  he  stumbled  on  a  group  that  included  Bazille 
and  myself.  “How  are  you?”  said  one  of  our  friends.  “Ah!  my  dear 
fellow,  it’s  disgusting,  I  am  furious.  They’re  complimenting  me  on 
a  picture  that  isn’t  mine.  One  would  think  it’s  a  hoax.” 

When  Astruc,  the  next  day,  informed  him  that  he  had 
voiced  his  displeasure  in  front  of  the  artist  who  had  done  the 
painting  and  that  he  wanted  to  introduce  him  to  me,  Manet, 
with  a  sweep  of  his  hand,  refused.  He  harboured  a  grudge  at  the 
trick  I  had  played  on  him,  even  though  I  hadn’t  realized  I  was 
doing  so.  For  once,  people  had  congratulated  him  on  a  master¬ 
stroke  and  this  masterstroke  belonged  to  someone  else.  What  a 
bitter  blow  to  someone  as  sharply  sensitive  as  Manet. 

It  was  only  in  1869  that  I  saw  him  again  and  this  time  we 
became  friends  immediately.  From  the  first  meeting,  he  invited 
me  to  come  and  spend  every  evening  with  him  at  Cafe  des 
Batignolles,  where  he  and  his  friends  met  up  to  chat  after  leav¬ 
ing  their  studios.  There  I  met  Fantin-Latour  and  Cezanne, 
Degas,  who  came  shortly  after  returning  from  Italy,  the  art  critic 
Duranty,  Fmile  Zola  who  was  starting  out  in  the  literary  world 
then,  and  several  others.  I  myself  brought  along  Sisley,  Bazille 
and  Renoir.  There  was  nothing  more  interesting  than  these 
conversations,  with  their  perpetual  collision  of  opinions.  We 
would  spur  each  other  on,  we  would  push  each  other  to  explore 
new  avenues  of  research;  we  made  enthusiastic  plans  that  would 
sustain  us  for  weeks  and  weeks  until  we  could  definitively  exe¬ 
cute  the  idea.  We  would  always  leave  feeling  more  engrossed, 
more  determined,  our  thinking  more  defined  and  clear. 

Present  Indicative  (1937)  Noel  Coward  (1899-1973) 

English  playwright,  songwriter,  and  actor 

See  description  on  page  269. 

My  determination  that  in  this  narrative  the  reader  shall  take 
the  rough  with  the  smooth  impels  me  to  relate  that,  two 
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days  before  rehearsals  for  the  American  production  of  This  Year 
of  Grace  were  due  to  begin,  I  was  operated  on  for  piles. 

This  meant  postponing  everything  for  two  weeks,  during 
which  I  lay,  in  bad  pain  and  worse  temper,  in  a  nursing  home. 

The  newspapers  described  the  affair  with  light-hearted  reti¬ 
cence  as  “a  minor  operation,”  and  I  couldn’t  help  reflecting  that 
if  that  were  a  minor  operation,  I  should  have  been  far  happier 
with  a  Caesarian. 

The  night  before  I  was  to  go  under  the  knife,  having  been 
respectfully  shaved  and  offered  some  barley  sugar,  I  was  left 
dejectedly  alone  in  a  small  bed  in  a  minute  white  room. 
Realizing  that  after  the  anaesthetic  I  should  probably  have  all, 
if  not  more,  the  sleep  that  I  was  usually  accustomed  to,  I  passed 
the  long  hours  until  dawn  pleasantly  enough  by  writing  the  sec¬ 
ond  act  of  Bitter  Sweet,  and  in  the  morning  consciousness  that 
I  had  accomplished  a  considerable  job  of  work  upheld  me 
throughout  the  routine  indignities  that  I  had  to  endure. 

The  nursing  home  was  conservative  to  a  degree,  and  so 
nineteenth  century  in  atmosphere  that  I  fully  expected  the 
nurses  to  come  in  in  crinolines. 

There  was  one  bathroom  on  the  fourth  floor  which  con¬ 
tained,  in  addition  to  the  usual  offices,  a  forbidding  geyser.  This 
snarled  angrily  at  those  patients  who  were  strong  enough  to  sur¬ 
vive  a  long,  frightening  ascent  in  a  lift  which,  I  imagine,  must 
assuredly  have  been  the  pride  of  the  Arts  and  Crafts  Exhibition  at 
Earl’s  Court  in  1842. 

I  had  several  visitors  during  my  convalescence,  all  of  whom 
were  kind  and  sympathetic,  and  seldom  referred,  except 
obliquely,  to  the  mortifying  nature  of  my  complaint. 

Marie  Tempest  was  the  exception.  She  came  a  lot  to  see  me, 
and  we  discussed  every  detail  with  enthusiasm,  and  I  need  hardly 
say  that  her  visits  were  far  and  away  the  most  welcome  of  all. 

It  was  my  first  experience  of  nursing-home  life,  and  once 
the  acuter  discomforts  were  over  I  settled  down  to  enjoy  it. 
There  was,  first  and  foremost,  a  pleasant  sense  of  timelessness. 
The  moment  the  early-morning  washing  and  prinking  were 
done  with  I  could  sink  back  in  clean  pyjamas  on  to  a  freshly 
made  bed  with  the  heavenly  sensation  that  there  was  no  hurry 
and  no  necessity  to  do  anything  whatever. 
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There  came  a  beaten-up  egg  in  milk  at  eleven,  and  possibly  a 
visit  from  the  surgeon  at  twelve;  apart  from  these  minor  inter¬ 
ruptions  the  hours  stretched  lazily  ahead  towards  lunch,  my 
afternoon  snooze,  one  or  two  amiable  visitors,  an  early  supper 
and  then  the  night. 

The  nights  were  the  nicest  of  all.  When  the  bed  had  been 
remade,  the  curtains  drawn,  the  dark-green  shade  put  over 
the  light,  and  the  night  nurse  had  whisked  out  of  the  room,  a 
different  kind  of  peace  descended.  There  was  no  obligation  to 
sleep.  I  had  rested  a  lot  during  the  day  and  could  rest  more  on 
the  following  day.  A  gentle  dimness  enveloped  me,  a  detach¬ 
ment  from  affairs.  The  life  outside  seemed  incredibly  remote. 

Occasionally  a  taxi  drew  up  on  the  other  side  of  the  road.  I 
could  hear  the  screech  of  the  tyres,  the  sound  of  the  door  open¬ 
ing  and  shutting,  a  murmur  of  voices,  a  sharp  little  ting  as  the 
driver  reset  the  fare  meter,  then  the  grinding  of  gears  and  a 
diminishing  hum  until  there  was  silence  again.  I  pictured,  with¬ 
out  envy,  those  strangers  letting  themselves  into  their  houses, 
switching  on  the  lights  in  the  dining-room  and  finding  the 
usual  decanter,  siphon,  glasses,  and  sandwiches  curling  slightly 
at  the  edges  in  spite  of  having  been  covered  with  a  plate. 

I  imagined  problems  for  them.  Jealousy  perhaps,  suspi¬ 
cions  of  infidelity,  a  business  crisis  to  be  dealt  with  the  next 
day,  a  brief  to  be  prepared,  or  a  political  speech.  Sleep  was 
essential  to  them,  they  must  get  to  bed  and  sleep  because 
Time  was  whirling  them  along  too  fast.  Not  for  them  the  lux¬ 
ury  of  lying  still  and  making  faces  out  of  the  shadows  on  the 
ceiling.  Not  for  them  the  delight  of  a  sudden  cup  of  tea  at 
three  in  the  morning  with  a  couple  of  Marie  biscuits  and  one 
chocolate  one.  They  had  to  be  active  and  energetic  and  get 
things  done,  as  I  should  have  to  in  a  week  or  so,  but  in  the 
meantime  I  could  relax,  comfortably  aware  that  I  was  not 
imprisoned  by  a  long  illness  and  that  I  should  be  up  and 
about  again  before  this  delicious  enforced  rest  had  had  time 
to  become  tedious. 
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The  Autobiography  of  Margaret  Oliphant  (1864-1894)  by 
Margaret  Oliphant  (1828-1897),  Scottish  writer 

Oliphant’s  autobiography  was  written  during  periods  of  extraordinary 
grief  and  over  a  period  of  many  years,  beginning  with  the  death  of  her 
eldest  daughter  Maggie,  at  age  ten,  in  1864-  Oliphant’s  husband  had 
died  five  years  earlier  of  tuberculosis,  leaving  his  wife  to  support  their 
young  family  through  her  novel-writing.  Oliphant’s  two  remaining 
sons  also  died  young.  Although  she  meant  the  work  to  be  for  private 
use,  it  was  put  into  print  after  her  own  death.  It  is  filled  with  moving 
accounts  of  intense  sorrow  relieved  by  moments  of  remembered  joy. 

When  I  look  back  on  my  life,  among  the  happy  moments 
which  I  can  recollect  is  one  which  is  so  curiously  common 
and  homely,  with  nothing  in  it,  that  it  is  strange  even  to  record 
such  a  recollection,  and  yet  it  embodied  more  happiness  to  me 
than  almost  any  real  occasion  as  might  be  supposed  for  happi¬ 
ness.  It  was  the  moment  after  dinner  when  I  used  to  run  upstairs 
to  see  that  all  was  well  in  the  nursery,  and  then  to  turn  into  my 
room  on  my  way  down  again  to  wash  my  hands,  as  I  had  a  way 
of  doing  before  I  took  up  my  evening  work,  which  was  generally 
needlework,  something  to  make  for  the  children.  My  bedroom 
had  three  windows  in  it,  one  looking  out  upon  the  gardens  .  .  . 
the  other  two  into  the  road.  It  was  light  enough  with  the  lamp¬ 
light  outside  for  all  I  wanted.  I  can  see  it  now,  the  glimmer  of  the 
outside  lights,  the  room  dark,  the  faint  reflection  in  the  glasses, 
and  my  heart  full  of  joy  and  peace — for  what? — for  nothing — that 
there  was  no  harm  anywhere,  the  children  well  above  stairs  and 
their  father  below.  I  had  few  of  the  pleasures  of  society,  no  gaiety 
at  all.  I  was  eight-and-twenty,  going  downstairs  as  light  as  a 
feather,  to  the  little  frock  I  was  making.  My  husband  also  gone 
back  for  an  hour  or  two  after  dinner  to  his  work,  and  well — and 
the  bairns  well.  I  can  feel  now  the  sensation  of  that  sweet  calm 
and  ease  and  peace. 

I  have  always  said  it  is  in  these  unconsidered  moments  that 
happiness  is — not  in  things  or  events  that  may  be  supposed  to 
cause  it.  How  clear  it  is  over  these  more  than  thirty  years! 
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My  Life  (1927)  by  Isadora  Duncan  (1878-1927),  American 
dancer  and  choreographer 

Duncan’s  autobiography,  published  the  year  of  her  death.  It  remains  fas¬ 
cinating  for  its  author’s  marvelous  confidence  in  her  calling  and  artistry. 
One  of  the  founders  of  modern  dancer,  Duncan  had  two  children,  a 
daughter  with  the  painter  Gordon  Craig  and  a  son  with  the  millionaire 
Paris  Singer.  Tragically,  in  1913,  both  children  died  in  a  drowning  acci¬ 
dent  with  their  governess  in  Paris.  Duncan  stopped  dancing  for  a  time 
and  concentrated  on  the  schools  she  had  founded  in  Europe,  adopting 
six  of  her  young  students.  Toward  the  end  of  her  life,  she  settled  in  Nice, 
where  she  died  in  a  car  accident  at  age  forty-nine. 

After  a  successful  season  in  Stockholm,  we  returned  to 
Germany  by  water.  On  the  boat  I  became  quite  ill,  and  I 
realized  that  it  would  be  better  for  me  to  cease  making  any  more 
tours  for  the  time  being.  Anyway,  I  had  a  great  longing  to  be 
alone,  and  to  retire  far  from  the  gaze  of  human  beings. 

In  the  month  of  June,  after  a  short  visit  to  my  School,  I  had 
an  intense  desire  to  be  near  the  sea.  I  went  first  to  The  Hague, 
and  from  there  to  a  little  village  called  Nordwyck,  on  the 
shores  of  the  North  Sea.  Here  I  rented  a  little  white  villa  in  the 
dunes,  called  Villa  Maria. 

I  was  so  inexperienced  as  to  think  that  having  a  baby  was  a 
perfectly  natural  process.  I  went  to  live  in  this  villa,  which  was 
a  hundred  miles  from  any  town,  and  I  engaged  a  village  doctor. 

In  my  ignorance  I  was  quite  content  to  have  this  village  doctor 
who,  I  think,  was  only  used  to  peasant  women. 

From  Nordwyck  to  the  nearest  village,  Kadwyck,  was  about 
three  kilometres.  Here  I  lived,  all  by  myself.  Each  day  I  walked 
from  Nordwyck  to  Kadwyck  and  back.  Always  I  had  this  long¬ 
ing  for  the  sea;  to  be  alone  in  Nordwyck,  in  the  little  white 
villa,  quite  isolated  among  the  sand  dunes  which  stretched  for 
miles  on  either  side  of  the  lovely  country.  I  lived  in  the  Villa 
Maria  for  June,  July  and  August .  .  . 

The  child  asserted  itself  now,  more  and  more.  It  was  strange 
to  see  my  beautiful  marble  body  softened  and  broken  and 
stretched  and  deformed.  It  is  an  uncanny  revenge  of  Nature, 
that  the  more  refined  the  nerves,  the  more  sensitive  the  brain, 
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the  more  all  this  tends  to  suffering.  Sleepless  nights,  painful 
hours.  But  joy  too.  Boundless,  unlimited  joy,  when  I  strode 
every  day  over  the  sands  between  Nordwyck  and  Kadwyck, 
with  the  sea,  the  great  waves,  looming  on  one  side,  and  the 
swelling  dunes  on  the  other,  along  the  deserted  beach.  Almost 
always,  on  that  coast,  the  wind  blows,  sometimes  a  gentle,  bil¬ 
lowing  zephyr,  sometimes  a  breeze  so  strong  that  I  had  to  strug¬ 
gle  against  it.  Occasionally  the  storms  grew  terrific,  and  the 
Villa  Maria  was  rocked  and  buffeted  all  night  like  a  ship  at  sea. 

I  grew  to  dread  any  society.  People  said  such  banalities. 
How  little  is  appreciated  the  sanctity  of  the  pregnant  mother.  I 
once  saw  a  woman  walking  alone  along  the  street,  carrying  a 
child  within  her.  The  passers-by  did  not  regard  her  with  rever¬ 
ence,  but  smiled  at  one  another  derisively,  as  though  this 
woman,  carrying  the  burden  of  coming  life,  was  an  excellent 
joke. 

I  closed  my  doors  to  every  visitor  except  a  good  and  faithful 
friend  who  came  over  from  The  Hague  on  his  bicycle,  bringing 
me  books  and  magazines,  and  cheering  me  with  his  discourses 
on  recent  art,  music  and  literature.  At  that  time  he  was  married 
to  a  great  poetess  of  whom  he  spoke  often  with  worshipful  ten¬ 
derness.  He  was  a  methodical  man.  He  came  on  certain  days, 
and  even  a  big  storm  did  not  deter  him  from  his  schedule. 
Except  for  him,  I  was  mostly  alone  with  the  sea  and  the  dunes 
and  the  child,  who  seemed  already  to  have  a  great,  strong  impa¬ 
tience  to  enter  the  world. 

As  I  walked  beside  the  sea,  I  sometimes  felt  an  excess  of 
strength  and  prowess,  and  I  thought  this  creature  would  be 
mine,  mine  alone,  but  on  other  days,  when  the  sky  was  grey  and 
the  cold  North  Sea  waves  were  angry,  I  had  sudden,  sinking 
moods,  when  I  felt  myself  some  poor  animal  in  a  mighty  trap, 
and  I  struggled  with  an  overwhelming  desire  to  escape,  escape. 
Where?  Perhaps  even  into  the  midst  of  the  sullen  waves.  I 
struggled  against  such  moods  and  bravely  overcame  them,  not 
did  I  ever  let  anyone  suspect  what  I  felt,  but  nevertheless,  such 
moods  were  waiting  for  me  at  odd  hours,  and  were  difficult  to 
avoid  .  .  . 

From  now  on,  I  confess,  I  began  to  be  assailed  with  all  sorts 
of  fears.  In  vain  I  told  myself  that  every  woman  had  children. 
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My  grandmother  had  eight.  My  mother  had  four.  It  was  all  in 
the  course  of  life,  etc.  I  was,  nevertheless,  conscious  of  fear.  Of 
what?  Certainly  not  of  death,  nor  even  of  pain — some 
unknown  fear,  of  what  I  did  not  know. 

August  waned.  September  came.  My  burden  had  become 
very  heavy.  Villa  Maria  was  perched  on  the  dunes.  One 
mounted  by  a  flight  of  almost  one  hundred  steps.  Often  I 
thought  of  my  dancing,  and  sometimes  a  fierce  regret  for  my  Art 
assailed  me.  But  then  I  would  feel  three  energetic  kicks,  and  a 
form  turning  within  me.  I  would  smile  and  think,  after  all,  what 
is  Art  but  a  faint  mirror  for  the  Joy  and  Miracle  of  Life? 

Reading  Lolita  in  Tehran:  A  Memoir  in  Books  (2003)  by 
Azar  Nafisi  (1955-  ),  Iranian  academic  and  writer 

Nafisi  was  bom  in  Tehran  and  moved  to  England  to  finish  her  studies 
when  she  was  13.  After  the  1979  revolution,  she  returned  to  Iran,  tak¬ 
ing  a  position  in  the  literature  department  of  the  University  of 
Tehran,  but  was  forced  to  step  down  in  1981  after  refusing  to  cover  her 
head  with  a  veil.  In  her  memoir,  she  describes  the  group  of  young  stu¬ 
dents  who  gathered  in  her  home  to  discuss  forbidden  Western  books 
after  she  stopped  officially  teaching  in  1995.  She  also  memorably 
depicts  the  period  of  the  Iran-Iraq  War,  during  which  she  became  a 
mother.  Nafisi  left  Iran  in  1997  and  currently  lives  in  the  United 
States  where  she  teaches  and  writes. 

On  January  26,  1984,  my  daughter  Negar  was  bom,  and  on 
September  15,  1985,  my  son  Dara.  I  have  to  be  precise  in 
terms  of  the  day,  month  and  year  of  their  births,  details  that 
twinkle  and  tease  every  time  I  think  of  their  blessed  births,  and 
have  no  compunction  in  becoming  sentimental  over  their  com¬ 
ing  into  this  world.  This  blessing,  like  other  blessings,  was  mixed. 

For  one  thing,  I  became  more  anxious.  Until  then  I  had  worried 
for  the  safety  of  my  parents,  husband,  brother  and  friends,  but  my 
anxiety  for  my  children  overshadowed  all.  When  my  daughter 
was  bom  I  felt  I  was  given  a  gift,  a  gift  that  in  some  mysterious 
way  preserved  my  sanity.  And  so  it  was  with  the  birth  of  my  son. 

Yet  it  was  a  source  of  constant  regret  and  sorrow  to  me  that  their 
childhood  memories  of  home,  unlike  my  own,  were  so  tainted. 
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My  daughter,  Negar,  blushes  every  time  I  tell  her  that  her 
particular  brand  of  obstinacy,  her  passionate  defense  of  what 
she  considers  to  be  justice,  comes  from  her  mother’s  reading  too 
many  nineteenth-century  novels  when  she  was  pregnant  with 
her.  Negar  has  a  way  of  throwing  her  head  to  the  right  and  back 
in  one  move  and  pursing  her  lips  just  a  little  in  defiance  of 
whatever  authority  she  is  protesting  at  the  moment.  I  embar¬ 
rass  her,  and  she  wants  to  know,  Why  do  I  say  such  impossible 
things?  Well,  don’t  they  say  that  what  a  mother  eats  during  her 
pregnancy,  as  well  as  her  moods  and  emotions,  all  have  an 
effect  on  the  child.  While  I  was  pregnant  with  you,  I  read  too 
much  Jane  Austen,  too  much  of  the  Brontes,  George  Eliot  and 
Henry  James.  Look  at  your  two  favorite  novels  of  all  time:  Pride 
and  Prejudice  and  Wuthering  Heights.  But  you,  I  add  with  glee, 
you  are  pure  Daisy  Miller.  I  don’t  know  who  this  Daisy  or 
Maisie  or  whatever  of  yours  is,  she  tells  me,  pursing  her  lips, 
and  I  won’t  like  James,  I  know.  Yet  she  is  like  Daisy:  a  mixture 
of  vulnerability  and  courage  that  accounts  for  these  gestures  of 
defiance,  her  way  of  throwing  her  head  back  which  I  first 
noticed  when  she  was  barely  four,  in  the  waiting  room  of  a  den¬ 
tist’s  office  of  all  places. 

And  when  Dara  jokingly  asks,  What  about  me?  What  did 
you  do  when  you  were  pregnant  with  me?  I  tell  him,  Just  to  defy 
me,  you  turned  out  to  be  all  that  I  imagined  you  would  not  be. 
And  the  moment  I  say  this,  I  begin  to  believe  it.  Even  in  the 
womb,  he  took  upon  himself  the  task  of  proving  my  nightmar¬ 
ish  anxieties  wrong.  While  I  was  pregnant  with  him,  Tehran 
was  the  object  of  continual  bombings  and  I  had  become  hys¬ 
terical.  There  were  stories  about  how  pregnant  women  gave 
birth  to  crippled  children,  how  their  mother’s  anxiety  had 
affected  the  unborn  fetus  in  irremediable  ways,  and  I  imagined 
mine  to  be  infected  with  all  those  maladies — that  is,  if  we  were 
spared  and  lived  to  see  the  birth  of  this  child.  How  could  I 
know  that  instead  of  my  protecting  him,  he  was  coming  into 
the  world  to  protect  me? 
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Thirty 

The  Confessions  (1782-1789)  by  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau 
(1712-1778),  French  philosopher 

See  description  on  page  thirty-eight. 

After  two  years  of  silence  and  patience,  despite  my  resolu¬ 
tions,  I  take  up  my  pen  again.  Reader,  suspend  your  judg¬ 
ment  on  the  reasons  that  have  forced  me  to  do  this.  You  may 
only  judge  them  after  having  read  what  I  have  to  say. 

We  have  seen  my  peaceful  youth  pass  by  in  a  fairly  steady, 
fairly  sweet  way,  without  major  setbacks  or  major  windfalls. 
This  mediocrity  was  in  large  part  due  to  my  lively  but  feeble 
nature,  which  was  less  keen  to  venture  than  easy  to  discourage: 
rousing  from  its  rest  in  fits  and  starts,  but  slumping  back  again 
by  laziness  and  by  inclination,  and  which,  always  returning  me 
to  the  idle  and  tranquil  life  which  I  felt  myself  born  to,  far  from 
the  great  virtues  and  even  farther  from  the  great  vices,  never 
allowed  me  to  try  anything  significant,  good  or  bad. 

What  a  different  picture  I  should  soon  paint!  Fate,  which 
for  thirty  years  indulged  my  whims,  stopped  them  in  their 
tracks  for  the  next  thirty,  and  from  this  continual  opposition 
between  my  situation  and  my  inclinations,  we  will  see  the  birth 
of  enormous  errors,  incredible  misfortunes,  and  all  the  virtues, 
except  strength,  that  could  honour  adversity. 

The  first  part  of  my  book  was  wholly  written  from  memory 
and  I  must  have  made  many  mistakes.  Forced  to  write  the  sec¬ 
ond  from  memory  also,  I  will  probably  make  many  more.  The 
delicate  memories  of  my  beautiful  years,  spent  with  as  much 
tranquillity  as  innocence,  left  me  a  thousand  charming  impres¬ 
sions  that  I  love  to  recall  endlessly.  We  will  soon  see  how  dif¬ 
ferent  are  those  of  the  rest  of  my  life.  To  recall  them  is  to  renew 
the  bitterness.  Far  from  sharpening  the  bitterness  of  my  situa¬ 
tion  by  these  sad  journeys  into  the  past,  I  push  the  memories 
aside  as  much  as  I  can,  and  often  I  succeed  to  the  point  where 
I  cannot  recover  them  again  when  I  need  to.  This  facility  for 
forgetting  the  bad  things  is  a  consolation  that  the  heavens  have 
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devised  for  me;  in  among  those  that  fate  would  one  day  pile 
upon  me.  My  memory,  which  retraces  solely  pleasant  objects,  is 
the  happy  counterweight  to  my  frightened  imagination,  which 
makes  me  foresee  only  cruel  futures. 

All  the  papers  that  I  had  gathered  together  to  supplement 
my  memory  and  guide  me  in  this  enterprise,  passed  into  other 
hands  and  will  no  longer  return  to  mine.  I  have  only  one  faith¬ 
ful  guide  on  whom  I  can  count;  it  is  the  chain  of  feelings  that 
has  marked  the  succession  of  my  being,  and  through  those  feel¬ 
ings,  that  of  the  events  which  have  been  their  cause  or  effect. 

I  easily  forget  my  misfortunes;  but  I  cannot  forget  my  faults,  and 
I  am  even  less  likely  to  forget  my  good  intentions.  Their  mem¬ 
ory  is  too  dear  to  me  ever  to  be  erased  from  my  heart.  I  can 
make  omissions  in  the  facts,  transpositions,  errors  in  dates;  but 
I  cannot  be  wrong  about  that  which  I  felt,  nor  about  that  which 
my  feelings  made  me  do;  and  this  is  principally  what  it  is  about. 
The  central  object  of  my  confessions  is  to  make  known  exactly 
my  innermost  self  in  all  the  situations  of  my  life.  It  is  the  his¬ 
tory  of  my  soul  that  I  promised,  and  to  write  it  faithfully  I  have 
no  need  for  other  memories;  it  is  enough  to  return  into  myself 
as  I  have  done  to  this  point. 

The  Swan  in  the  Evening:  Fragments  of  An  Inner  Life 
(1967)  by  Rosamond  Lehmann  (1901-1990),  English 
writer 

This  late-life  memoir  deals  for  the  most  part  with  the  author’s  expe¬ 
riences  after  the  sudden  death  of  her  daughter  Sally,  who  died  from 
polio  at  the  age  of  twenty-four.  Sally’s  birth  is  described  in  the 
excerpt  below.  After  her  daughter’s  death,  Lehmann  began  to  visit 
spiritualists  and  became  increasingly  convinced  that  communication 
was  possible  between  this  world  and  the  next.  She  joined  the  College 
of  Psychic  Studies,  and  became  vice-president  of  the  organization  in 
1971.  (Sally  is  also  memorialised  by  her  husband,  P.  J.  Kavanagh,  in 
his  1966  memoir,  The  Perfect  Stranger.) 

When  I  came  round  from  the  anaesthetic  that  late  after¬ 
noon  in  January,  1934,  there  was  no  nurse  or  doctor  in 
the  room.  She  and  I  were  alone.  I  heard  her  before  I  saw  her.  She 
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was  making  strong,  broken  noises  of  protest,  sorrow,  from  some 
unidentifiable  region  near  my  bed.  “Yes,  yes.  I  know,”  I  said. 
“Never  mind.  I  know  .  . .  “  Immediately  she  was  silent,  listening. 

In  this  soundless  naught,  recognition  started  to  vibrate,  like  a 
fine  filament,  between  us;  quickened,  tautened.  I  swung  in  living 
darkness,  emptiness;  in  the  beginning  of  the  deepest  listening  of 
my  life. 

When,  probably  quite  soon,  Sister  came  in  and  said  loudly: 
“Here’s  your  baby,  dear — a  lovely  daughter — don’t  you  want  to 
see  her?”  I  started  to  sob:  I  suppose  for  happiness.  There  were 
shadows  over  her  birth  time  and  the  period  before;  and  I  had 
not  been  able  to  imagine  a  joyful  conclusion  to  these  unreal 
months.  Particularly  I  had  schooled  myself  not  to  expect  a 
daughter,  which  was  what  I  longed  for. 

The  Confessions  of  St.  Augustine  (397-400)  by  St. 
Augustine  (354-430),  Roman-North  African  bishop 

The  eighth  chapter  of  The  Confessions  is  concerned  with  Augustine’s 
conversion  to  Christianity  at  the  age  of  thirty-two,  along  with  his 
friend  Alypius.  Initially,  the  young  Augustine  ignores  the  pleas  of  his 
Christian  mother  to  convert,  but  when  he  hears  the  voices  in  the  gar¬ 
den  telling  him  to  “Take  up  and  read,”  the  Bible,  he  gives  up  his  for¬ 
mer  ways  and  begins  a  life  of  religious  contemplation  and  devotion. 
Augustine  died  in  430  while  Hippo  was  under  siege  to  the  Vandals, 
and  although  the  city  burned  to  the  ground,  Augustine’s  library,  con¬ 
taining  his  many  manuscripts,  was  miraculously  saved. 

But  when  a  profound  reflection  had,  from  the  secret  depths  of 
my  soul,  drawn  together  and  heaped  up  all  my  misery  before 
the  sight  of  my  heart,  there  arose  a  mighty  storm,  accompanied 
by  as  mighty  a  shower  of  tears.  Which,  that  I  might  pour  forth 
fully,  with  its  natural  expressions,  I  stole  away  from  Alypius;  for 
it  suggested  itself  to  me  that  solitude  was  fitter  for  the  business  of 
weeping.  So  I  retired  to  such  a  distance  that  even  his  presence 
could  not  be  oppressive  to  me.  Thus  was  it  with  me  at  that  time, 
and  he  perceived  it;  for  something,  I  believe,  I  had  spoken, 
wherein  the  sound  of  my  voice  appeared  choked  with  weeping, 
and  in  that  state  had  I  risen  up.  He  then  remained  where  we  had 
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been  sitting,  most  completely  astonished.  I  flung  myself  down, 
how,  I  know  not,  under  a  certain  fig-tree,  giving  free  course  to  my 
tears,  and  the  streams  of  mine  eyes  gushed  out,  an  acceptable  sac¬ 
rifice  unto  Thee.  And,  not  indeed  in  these  words,  yet  to  this 
effect,  spake  I  much  unto  Thee — ’’But  Thou,  O  Lord,  how  long?” 
“How  long,  Lord?  Wilt  Thou  be  angry  for  ever?  Oh,  remember 
not  against  us  former  iniquities”;  for  I  felt  that  I  was  enthralled 
by  them.  I  sent  up  these  sorrowful  cries — “How  long,  how  long? 
Tomorrow,  and  tomorrow?  Why  not  now?  Why  is  there  not  this 
hour  an  end  to  my  uncleanness?” 

I  was  saying  these  things  and  weeping  in  the  most  bitter  con¬ 
trition  of  my  heart,  when,  lo,  I  heard  the  voice  of  a  boy  or  a  girl, 
I  know  not  which,  coming  from  a  neighbouring  house,  chant¬ 
ing,  and  oft  repeating,  “Take  up  and  read;  take  up  and  read.” 
Immediately  my  countenance  was  changed,  and  I  began  most 
earnestly  to  consider  whether  it  was  usual  for  children  in  any 
kind  of  game  to  sing  such  words;  nor  could  I  remember  ever  to 
have  heard  the  like.  So,  restraining  the  torrent  of  my  tears,  I 
rose  up,  interpreting  it  no  other  way  than  as  a  command  to  me 
from  Heaven  to  open  the  book,  and  to  read  the  first  chapter  I 
should  light  upon.  For  I  had  heard  of  Antony,  that,  accidentally 
coming  in  whilst  the  gospel  was  being  read,  he  received  the 
admonition  as  if  what  was  read  were  addressed  to  him,  “Go  and 
sell  that  thou  hast,  and  give  to  the  poor,  and  thou  shalt  have 
treasure  in  heaven;  and  come  and  follow  me.”  And  by  such  ora¬ 
cle  was  he  forthwith  converted  unto  Thee.  So  quickly  I  returned 
to  the  place  where  Alypius  was  sitting;  for  there  I  had  put  down 
the  volume  of  the  apostles,  when  I  rose  thence.  I  grasped, 
opened,  and  in  silence  read  that  paragraph  on  which  my  eyes 
first  fell — ’’Not  in  rioting  and  drunkenness,  not  in  chambering 
and  wantonness,  not  in  strife  and  envying;  but  put  ye  on  the 
Lord  Jesus  Christ,  and  make  not  provision  for  the  flesh,  to  fulfil 
the  lusts  thereof.”  No  further  would  I  read,  nor  did  I  need;  for 
instantly,  as  the  sentence  ended — by  a  light,  as  it  were,  of  secu¬ 
rity  into  my  heart — all  the  gloom  of  doubt  vanished  away. 

Closing  the  book,  then,  and  putting  either  my  finger 
between,  or  some  other  mark,  I  now  with  a  tranquil  counte¬ 
nance  made  it  known  to  Alypius.  And  he  thus  disclosed  to  me 
what  was  wrought  in  him,  which  I  knew  not.  He  asked  to  look 
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at  what  I  had  read.  I  showed  him;  and  he  looked  even  further 
than  I  had  read,  and  I  knew  not  what  followed.  This  it  was,  ver¬ 
ily,  “Him  that  is  weak  in  the  faith,  receive  ye;”  which  he  applied 
to  himself,  and  discovered  to  me.  By  this  admonition  was  he 
strengthened;  and  by  a  good  resolution  and  purpose,  very  much 
in  accord  with  his  character  (wherein,  for  the  better,  he  was 
always  far  different  from  me),  without  any  restless  delay  he 
joined  me.  Thence  we  go  in  to  my  mother.  We  make  it  known 
to  her — she  rejoiceth.  We  relate  how  it  came  to  pass — she 
leapeth  for  joy,  and  triumpheth,  and  blesseth  Thee,  who  art 
“able  to  do  exceedingly  abundantly  above  all  that  we  ask  or 
think”;  for  she  perceived  Thee  to  have  given  her  more  for  me 
than  she  used  to  ask  by  her  pitiful  and  most  doleful  groanings. 

For  Thou  didst  so  convert  me  unto  Thyself,  that  I  sought  nei¬ 
ther  a  wife,  nor  any  other  of  this  world’s  hopes — standing  in 
that  rule  of  faith  in  which  Thou,  so  many  years  before,  had 
showed  me  unto  her  in  a  vision.  And  Thou  didst  turn  her  grief 
into  a  gladness,  much  more  plentiful  than  she  had  desired,  and 
much  dearer  and  chaster  than  she  used  to  crave,  by  having 
grandchildren  of  my  body. 

The  Life  of  St.  Teresa  of  Avila  by  herself  (1562-1565)  by 
St.  Teresa  of  Avila  (1515-1582),  Spanish  mystic 

In  1562,  the  Carmelite  nun  later  known  as  St  Teresa  was  living  in  the 
convent  she  had  recently  founded  in  her  home  town  of  Avila.  It  was 
here  she  began  work  on  her  life  story,  under  the  direction  of  her  con¬ 
fessor.  She  was  most  likely  one  of  the  first  readers  in  Spanish  to 
encounter  St.  Augustine’s  Confessions  and  her  own  story  was  evidently 
written  under  its  influence — she  recounts  her  youthful  sins  and  uncer¬ 
tainties,  before  describing  the  turning-points  and  awakenings  that  led 
her  to  a  more  perfect  religious  life  of  contemplation  and  prayer.  Teresa 
completed  her  Life  around  1565  and  it  remains  a  key  text  in  the 
Catholic  canon. 

At  this  time  I  was  given  Saint  Augustine’s  Confessions,  seem¬ 
ingly  by  the  ordainment  of  the  Lord.  I  did  not  ask  for  it 
myself,  nor  had  I  ever  seen  it.  I  am  most  devoted  to  Saint 
Augustine,  because  the  convent  in  which  I  lived  before  taking 
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my  vows  was  of  his  Order,  and  also  because  he  had  been  a  sinner. 
I  derived  great  comfort  from  those  saints  who  have  sinned  and 
yet  whom  the  Lord  has  drawn  to  Himself.  I  thought  that  I  could 
obtain  help  from  them,  and  that  as  the  Lord  had  pardoned  them 
he  might  pardon  me.  But  one  thing  that  I  have  already  men¬ 
tioned  disturbed  me.  The  Lord  had  called  them  only  once  and 
they  had  not  sinned  again,  but  my  relapses  were  so  many  that  it 
distressed  me.  Yet  when  I  remembered  the  love  He  bore  me  I 
took  fresh  courage,  for  I  never  doubted  His  mercy,  though  I  very 
often  doubted  myself. 

O  my  Lord,  I  am  amazed  that  my  soul  was  so  stubborn  when 
I  received  such  help  from  You!  It  frightens  me  to  think  how  lit¬ 
tle  I  could  do  by  myself  and  of  those  attachments  that  hindered 
my  resolution  to  give  myself  entirely  to  God.  When  I  began  to 
read  the  Confessions  I  seemed  to  see  myself  portrayed  there,  and 
I  began  to  commend  myself  frequently  to  that  glorious  saint. 
When  I  came  to  the  tale  of  his  conversion,  and  read  how  he 
heard  the  voice  in  the  garden,  it  seemed  exactly  as  if  the  Lord 
had  spoken  to  me.  So  I  felt  in  my  heart.  For  some  time  I  was 
dissolved  in  tears,  in  great  inward  affliction  and  distress.  How  a 
soul  suffers,  O  my  Lord,  by  losing  its  liberty!  Once  it  was  mis¬ 
tress  of  itself,  and  now  what  torments  it  endures!  I  was  amazed 
today  that  I  was  ever  able  to  live  under  such  torture.  Praise  be 
to  God,  who  gave  me  life  to  escape  from  so  absolute  a  death. 


Thirty-four 

“Personal  Narrative”  (1765)  by  Jonathan  Edwards 
(1703-1758),  American  pastor  and  writer 

See  description  on  page  220. 

Once,  as  I  rid  out  into  the  woods  for  my  health,  Anno  1737, 
and  having  lit  from  my  horse  in  a  retired  place,  as  my  man¬ 
ner  commonly  has  been,  to  walk  for  divine  contemplation  and 
prayer,  I  had  a  view,  that  for  me  was  extraordinary,  of  the  glory  of 
the  Son  of  God,  as  mediator  between  God  and  man,  and  His 
wonderful,  great,  full,  pure  and  sweet  grace  and  love,  and  meek 
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and  gentle  condescension.  This  grace,  that  appeared  to  me  so 
calm  and  sweet,  appeared  great  above  the  heavens.  The  person  of 
Christ  appeared  ineffably  excellent,  with  an  excellency  great 
enough  to  swallow  up  all  thought  and  conception,  which  contin¬ 
ued,  as  near  as  I  can  judge,  about  an  hour,  which  kept  me,  the  big¬ 
ger  part  of  the  time,  in  a  flood  of  tears,  and  weeping  aloud.  I  felt 
withal  an  ardency  of  soul  to  be,  what  I  know  not  otherwise  how 
to  express,  than  to  be  emptied  and  annihilated;  to  lie  in  the  dust, 
and  to  be  full  of  Christ  alone;  to  love  Him  with  a  holy  and  pure 
love;  to  trust  in  Him;  to  live  upon  Him;  to  serve  and  follow  Him; 
and  to  be  totally  wrapt  up  in  the  fullness  of  Christ;  and  to  be  per¬ 
fectly  sanctified  and  made  pure  with  a  divine  and  heavenly  purity. 
I  have  several  other  times  had  views  very  much  of  the  same 
nature  and  that  have  had  the  same  effects. 

The  Life  of  P.  T.  Barnum,  Written  by  himself  (1855)  by 
P.  T.  Barnum 

See  description  on  page  sixty-six. 

While  in  Europe,  I  was  constantly  on  the  look-out  for  nov¬ 
elties.  Not  a  fair  was  held,  within  a  reasonable  distance, 
that  I  did  not  visit,  with  a  view  to  buy  or  hire  such  exhibitions  as 
I  thought  would  “pay”  in  the  United  States. 

I  obtained  verbally  through  a  friend  the  refusal  of  the  house  in 
which  Shakspeare  [sic]  was  bom,  designing  to  remove  it  in  sec¬ 
tions  to  my  Museum  in  New  York;  but  the  project  leaked  out, 
British  pride  was  touched,  and  several  English  gentlemen  inter¬ 
fered  and  purchased  the  premises  for  a  Shakspearian  Association. 
Had  they  slept  a  few  days  longer,  I  should  have  made  a  rare  spec¬ 
ulation,  for  I  was  subsequently  assured  that  the  British  people, 
rather  than  suffer  that  house  to  be  removed  to  America,  would 
have  bought  me  off  with  twenty  thousand  pounds .  .  . 

Having  heard,  while  in  London  in  1844,  of  a  company  of 
“Campanalogians,  or  Lancashire  Bell  Ringers”,  performing  in 
Ireland,  I  induced  them  to  meet  me  in  Liverpool,  and  there 
engaged  them  for  an  American  tour.  One  of  my  stipulations 
was,  that  they  should  suffer  their  moustaches  to  grow,  assume  a 
picturesque  dress,  and  be  known  as  the  “Swiss  Bell  Ringers.” 
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They  at  first  objected,  in  the  broad  and  almost  unintelligible 
dialect  of  Lancashire,  because,  as  they  said,  they  spoke  only  the 
English  language,  and  could  not  pass  muster  as  Swiss  people;  but 
the  objection  was  withdrawn  when  I  assured  them,  that  if  they 
continued  to  speak  in  America  as  they  had  just  spoken  to  me, 
they  might  safely  claim  to  be  Swiss,  or  any  thing  else,  and  no 
one  would  be  any  the  wiser. 

As  in  other  cases,  so  in  this,  the  deception  as  to  birth-place 
was  of  small  account,  and  did  no  injury.  Those  seven  men  were 
really  admirable  performers,  and  by  means  of  their  numerous 
bells,  of  various  sizes,  they  produced  the  most  delicious  music. 
They  attracted  much  attention  in  various  parts  of  the  United 
States,  in  Canada,  and  in  Cuba. 

As  a  compensation  to  England  for  the  loss  of  the  Bell 
Ringers,  I  dispatched  an  agent  to  America  for  a  party  of 
Indians,  including  squaws.  He  proceeded  to  Iowa,  and  returned 
to  London  with  a  company  of  sixteen. 

Running  in  the  Family  (1982)  by  Michael  Ondaatje  (1943-  ), 
Canadian-Sri  Lankan  writer 

Ondaatje  is  the  author  of  ten  collections  of  poetry  and  four  novels  as 
well  as  this  1982  memoir.  He  was  born  in  Colombo,  in  what  was  then 
Ceylon,  now  called  Sri  Lanka.  As  he  describes  in  Running  in  the 
Family,  he  decides  to  go  “home”  to  Sri  Lanka,  twenty-five  years  since 
leaving  that  country  for  England  and  then  Canada.  What  follows  is  an 
impressionistic  patchwork  of  experiences:  encounters  with  eccentric 
relatives,  reconstruction  of  family  history,  the  flood  of  childhood 
memories  that  inevitably  return  to  him  while  traveling  through  a 
strange  yet  somehow  familiar  landscape. 

What  began  it  all  was  the  bright  bone  of  a  dream  I  could 
hardly  hold  onto.  I  was  sleeping  at  a  friend’s  house.  I  saw 
my  father,  chaotic,  surrounded  by  dogs,  and  all  of  them  were 
screaming  and  barking  into  the  tropical  landscape.  The  noises 
woke  me.  I  sat  up  on  the  uncomfortable  sofa  and  I  was  in  a  jun¬ 
gle,  hot,  sweating.  Street  lights  bounced  off  the  snow  and  into 
the  room  through  the  hanging  vines  and  ferns  at  my  friend’s  win¬ 
dow.  A  fish  tank  glowed  in  the  comer.  I  had  been  weeping  and 
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my  shoulders  and  face  were  exhausted.  I  wound  the  quilt  around 
myself,  leaned  back  against  the  head  of  the  sofa,  and  sat  there  for 
most  of  the  night.  Tense,  not  wanting  to  move  as  the  heat  grad¬ 
ually  left  me,  as  the  sweat  evaporated  and  I  became  conscious 
again  of  brittle  air  outside  the  windows  searing  and  howling 
through  the  streets  and  over  the  frozen  cars  hunched  like  sheep 
all  the  way  down  towards  Lake  Ontario.  It  was  a  new  winter  and 
I  was  already  dreaming  of  Asia. 

Once  a  friend  had  told  me  that  it  was  only  when  I  was 
drunk  that  I  seemed  to  know  exactly  what  I  wanted.  And  so, 
two  months  later,  in  the  midst  of  the  farewell  party  in  my  grow¬ 
ing  wildness — dancing,  balancing  a  wine  glass  on  my  forehead 
and  falling  to  the  floor  twisting  round  and  getting  up  without 
letting  the  glass  tip,  a  trick  which  seemed  only  possible  when 
drunk  and  relaxed — I  knew  I  was  already  running.  Outside  the 
continuing  snow  had  made  the  streets  narrow,  almost  impassa¬ 
ble.  Guests  had  arrived  on  foot,  scarved,  faces  pink  and  frozen. 
They  leaned  against  the  fire-place  and  drank. 

I  had  already  planned  the  journey  back.  During  quiet  after¬ 
noons  I  spread  maps  onto  the  floor  and  searched  out  possible 
routes  to  Ceylon.  But  it  was  only  in  the  midst  of  this  party, 
among  my  closest  friends,  that  I  realized  I  would  be  travelling 
back  to  the  family  I  had  grown  from — those  relations  from  my 
parents’  generation  who  stood  in  my  memory  like  frozen  opera. 
I  wanted  to  touch  them  into  words.  A  perverse  and  solitary 
desire.  In  Jane  Austen’s  Persuasion  I  had  come  across  the  lines, 
“she  had  been  forced  into  prudence  in  her  youth — she  learned 
romance  as  she  grew  older — the  natural  sequence  of  an  unnat¬ 
ural  beginning”.  In  my  mid-thirties  I  realized  I  had  slipped  past 
a  childhood  I  had  ignored  and  not  understood. 

Asia.  The  name  was  a  gasp  from  a  dying  mouth.  An  ancient 
word  that  had  to  be  whispered,  would  never  be  used  as  a  battle 
cry.  The  word  sprawled.  It  had  none  of  the  clipped  sound  of 
Europe,  America,  Canada.  The  vowels  took  over,  slept  on  the 
map  with  the  S.  I  was  running  to  Asia  and  everything  would 
change.  It  began  with  that  moment  when  I  was  dancing  and 
laughing  wildly  within  the  comfort  and  order  of  my  life.  Beside 
the  fridge  I  tried  to  communicate  some  of  the  fragments  I  knew 
about  my  father,  my  grandmother.  “So  how  did  your  grandmother 
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die?”  “Natural  causes.”  “What?”  “Floods.”  And  then  another 
wave  of  the  party  swirled  me  away. 

Speak ,  Memory:  An  Autobiography  Revisited  (1966)  by 
Vladimir  Nabakov  (1899-1977),  Russian-American  writer 

Whereas  the  earlier  sections  of  Nabokov’s  memoir  are  devoted  to  his 
pre-revolutionary  childhood  in  Russia,  the  later  chapters  encompass 
his  time  in  exile  in  Western  Europe.  After  graduating  from  Cambridge 
University,  Nabokov  went  to  live  in  Berlin,  where  he  met  and  mar¬ 
ried  his  wife,  Vera,  and  where  he  came  to  prominence  as  a  Russian- 
language  writer.  In  1934  the  couple’s  only  child,  Dmitri,  was  bom.  In 
Speak,  Memory,  written  in  English  after  he  emigrated  to  America,  the 
author  expertly  recreates  and  brings  into  connection  the  disaparate 
settings  and  experiences  of  his  past. 

You  know,  I  still  feel  in  my  wrists  certain  echoes  of  the  pram- 
pusher’s  knack,  such  as,  for  example,  the  glib  downward  pres¬ 
sure  one  applied  to  the  handle  in  order  to  have  the  carriage  tip  up 
and  climb  the  curb.  First  came  an  elaborate  mouse-gray  vehicle  of 
Belgian  make,  with  fat  autoid  tires  and  luxurious  springs,  so  large 
that  it  could  not  enter  our  puny  elevator.  It  rolled  on  sidewalks  in 
slow  stately  mystery,  with  the  trapped  baby  inside  lying  supine, 
well  covered  with  down,  silk  and  fur;  only  his  eyes  moved,  warily, 
and  sometimes  they  turned  upward  with  one  swift  sweep  of  their 
showy  lashes  to  follow  the  receding  of  branch-patterned  blueness 
that  flowed  away  from  the  edge  of  the  half-cocked  hood  of  the  car¬ 
riage,  and  presently  he  would  dart  a  suspicious  glance  at  my  face  to 
see  if  the  teasing  trees  and  sky  did  not  belong,  perhaps  to  the  same 
order  of  things  as  did  rattles  and  parental  humor.  There  followed  a 
lighter  carriage,  and  in  this,  as  he  spun  along,  he  would  tend  to 
rise,  straining  at  his  straps;  clutching  at  the  edges;  standing  there 
less  like  the  groggy  passenger  of  a  pleasure  boat  than  like  an 
entranced  scientist  in  a  spaceship;  surveying  the  speckled  skeins  of 
a  live,  warm  world;  eyeing  with  philosophic  interest  the  pillow  he 
had  managed  to  throw  overboard;  falling  out  himself  when  a  strap 
burst  one  day.  Still  later  he  rode  in  one  of  those  small  contraptions 
called  strollers;  from  initial  springy  and  secure  heights  the  child 
came  lower  and  lower,  until,  when  he  was  about  one  and  a  half,  he 
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touched  ground  in  front  of  the  moving  stroller  by  slipping  forward 
out  of  his  seat  and  beating  the  sidewalk  with  his  heels  in  anticipa¬ 
tion  of  being  set  loose  in  some  public  garden. 


Thirty-six 

“Specimen  Days”  (1882)  by  Walt  Whitman  (1819-1892), 
American  poet 

See  description  on  page  120. 

In  1848,  ’49, 1  was  occupied  as  editor  of  the  “daily  Eagle”  news¬ 
paper,  in  Brooklyn.  The  latter  year  went  off  on  a  leisurely  jour¬ 
ney  and  working  expedition  (my  brother  Jeff  with  me)  through 
all  the  middle  States,  and  down  the  Ohio  and  Mississippi  rivers. 
Lived  awhile  in  New  Orleans,  and  work’d  there  on  the  editorial 
staff  of  “Daily  Crescent”  newspaper.  After  a  time  plodded  back 
northward,  up  the  Mississippi,  and  around  to,  and  by  way  of  the 
great  lakes,  Michigan,  Huron,  and  Erie,  to  Niagra  Falls  and  lower 
Canada,  finally  returning  through  central  New  York  and  down 
the  Hudson;  traveling  altogether  probably  eight  thousand  miles 
this  trip,  to  and  fro.  ’51,  ’53  occupied  in  house-building  in 
Brooklyn.  (For  a  little  of  the  first  part  of  that  time  in  printing  a 
daily  and  weekly  paper,  “the  Freeman.”)  ’55,  lost  my  dear  father 
this  year  by  death.  Commenced  putting  Leaves  of  Grass  to  press 
for  good,  at  the  job  printing  office  of  my  friends,  the  brothers 
Rome,  in  Brooklyn,  after  many  MS  [manuscript]  doings  and 
undoings.  (I  had  great  trouble  in  leaving  out  the  stock  “poetical” 
touches,  but  succeeded  at  last.)  I  am  now  (1856-7)  passing 
through  my  thirty-seventh  year. 

An  Evil  Cradling  (1992)  by  Brian  Keenan  (1950-  ),  Irish 
academic  and  writer 

In  An  Evil  Cradling,  Keenan  depicts  the  nearly  five  years  he  spent 
being  held  captive  by  Islamic  militants  in  Lebanon.  The  author  and 
academic,  who  was  born  in  Belfast,  took  up  a  position  in  the  English 
department  of  the  American  University  of  Beirut  in  1985.  Soon 
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after  his  arrival  he  was  kidnapped  and  taken  to  a  secret  underground 
prison,  where  he  was  held  in  darkness,  squalor,  and,  for  a  period, 
complete  isolation.  He  writes  of  his  relationship  with  his  fellow  cap¬ 
tives,  and  also  with  his  captors — young  men  who  can  be  both  unac¬ 
countably  kind  and  horrifically  brutal.  Keenan  was  finally  released 
in  1990.  He  began  work  on  his  memoir  soon  afterwards. 

I  had,  of  course,  like  all  of  us,  seen  prison  cells.  We  have  all  seen 
films  about  prisoners,  or  read  books  about  prison  life.  Some  of 
the  great  stories  of  escape  and  imprisonment  are  part  of  our  his¬ 
tory.  It  seems  much  of  our  culture  is  laden  with  these  stories.  But 
when  I  think  back  to  that  cell,  I  know  that  nothing  that  I  had 
seen  before  could  compare  with  that  most  dismal  of  places.  I  will 
describe  it  briefly  to  you,  that  you  may  see  it  for  yourself. 

It  was  built  very  shoddily  of  rough-cut  concrete  blocks  hap¬ 
hazardly  put  together  and  joined  by  crude  slapdash  cement-work. 
Inside,  and  only  on  the  inside,  the  walls  were  plastered  over  with 
that  same  dull  grey  cement.  There  was  no  paint.  There  was  no 
colour,  just  the  constant  monotony  of  rough  grey  concrete.  The 
cell  was  six  feet  long  and  four  feet  wide.  I  could  stand  up  and 
touch  those  walls  with  my  outstretched  hands  and  walk  those  six 
feet  in  no  more  than  four  paces.  On  the  floor  was  a  foam  mat¬ 
tress.  With  the  mattress  laid  out  I  had  a  pacing  stage  of  little 
more  than  a  foot’s  width. 

In  one  comer  there  was  a  bottle  of  water  which  I  replenished 
daily  when  I  went  to  the  toilet,  and  in  another  comer  was  a  bot¬ 
tle  for  urine,  which  I  took  with  me  to  empty.  There  was  also  a  plas¬ 
tic  cup  in  which  I  kept  a  much  abused  and  broken  toothbrush.  On 
the  mattress  was  an  old,  ragged,  filthy  cover.  It  had  originally  been 
a  curtain.  There  was  one  blanket  which  I  never  used,  due  to  the 
heat,  the  filth  and  the  heavy  smell,  stale  and  almost  putrid,  of  the 
last  person  who  had  slept  here.  The  cell  had  no  windows.  A  sheet 
steel  door  was  padlocked  every  day,  sounding  like  a  thump  on  the 
head  to  remind  me  where  I  was.  At  the  head  of  the  mattress  I  kept 
my  briefcase  with  my  school  text  books.  Behind  the  briefcase  I  hid 
my  shoes.  I  was  forever  afraid  that  I  would  lose  those  shoes.  If  I  did, 

I  felt  it  would  be  a  sure  sign  that  I  would  never  leave  that  cell.  I 
was  insistent  that  they  should  not  have  them.  They  had  taken 
everything  else  by  now,  but  the  shoes  I  guarded  with  jealous  and 
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vicious  determination.  The  foolish  things  one  clings  to.  A  pair  of 
cheap  shoes  off  a  street  trader’s  stall!  Since  the  day  they  had  given 
me  Time  and  Newsweek  I  also  treasured  these  magazines.  Initially 
to  read,  reread  and  look  at  the  pictures  and  read  again.  But  later 
they  served  a  more  needy  purpose. 

Come  now  into  the  cell  with  me  and  stay  here  and  feel  if  you 
can  and  if  you  will  that  time,  whatever  time  it  was,  for  however 
long,  for  time  means  nothing  in  this  cell.  Come,  come  in. 

I  am  back  from  my  daily  ablutions.  I  hear  the  padlock  slam 
behind  me  and  I  lift  the  towel  which  has  draped  my  head  from 
my  face.  I  look  at  the  food  on  the  floor.  The  round  of  Arab 
bread,  a  boiled  egg,  the  jam  I  will  not  eat,  the  slice  or  two  of 
processed  cheese  and  perhaps  some  humus.  Every  day  I  look  to 
see  if  it  will  change,  if  there  will  be  some  new  morsel  of  food 
that  will  make  this  day  different  from  all  the  other  days,  but 
there  is  no  change.  This  day  is  the  same  as  all  the  days  in  the 
past  and  as  all  the  days  to  come.  It  will  always  be  the  same  food 
sitting  on  the  floor  in  the  same  place. 

I  set  down  my  plastic  bottle  of  drinking  water  and  the  other 
empty  bottle.  From  bottle  to  bottle,  through  me,  this  fluid  will 
daily  run.  I  set  the  urine  bottle  at  the  far  comer  away  from  the 
food.  This  I  put  in  a  plastic  bag  to  keep  it  fresh.  In  this  heat  the 
bread  rapidly  turns  stale  and  hard.  It  is  like  eating  cardboard.  I 
pace  my  four  paces  backwards  and  forwards,  slowly  feeling  my 
mind  empty,  wondering  where  it  will  go  today.  Will  I  go  with  it 
or  will  I  try  to  hold  it  back,  like  a  father  and  an  unruly  child? 
There  is  a  greasy  patch  on  the  wall  where  I  lay  my  head.  Like  a 
dog  I  sniff  it. 

I  begin  as  I  have  always  begun  these  days  to  think  of  some¬ 
thing,  anything  upon  which  I  can  concentrate.  Something  I 
can  think  about  and  so  try  to  push  away  the  crushing  emptiness 
of  this  tiny,  tiny  cell  and  the  day’s  long  silence.  I  try  with  des¬ 
peration  to  recall  the  dream  of  the  night  before  or  perhaps  to 
push  away  the  horror  of  it.  The  nights  are  filled  with  dreaming. 
The  cinema  of  the  mind,  the  reels  flashing  and  flashing  by  and 
suddenly  stopping  at  some  point  when  with  strange  contortions 
it  throws  up  some  absurd  drama  that  I  cannot  understand.  I  try 
to  block  it  out.  Strange  how  in  the  daytime  the  dreams  that  we 
do  not  wish  to  remember  come  flickering  back  into  the  con- 
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scious  mind.  Those  dreams  that  we  desperately  want  to  have 
with  us  in  the  daylight  will  not  come  to  us  but  have  gone  and 
cannot  be  enticed  back.  It  is  as  if  we  are  running  down  a  long 
empty  tunnel  looking  for  something  that  we  left  behind  but 
cannot  see  in  the  blackness. 

The  guards  are  gone.  I  have  not  heard  a  noise  for  several 
hours  now.  It  must  be  time  to  eat.  I  tear  off  a  quarter  of  the 
unleavened  bread  and  begin  to  peel  the  shell  from  the  egg.  The 
word  “albumen”  intrigues  me  for  a  while  and  I  wonder  where 
the  name  came  from.  How  someone  decided  once  to  call  that 
part  of  the  egg  “albumen.”  The  shape  of  an  egg  has  lost  its  fas¬ 
cination  for  me.  I  have  exhausted  thinking  about  the  form  of 
an  egg.  A  boiled  egg  with  dry  bread  is  doubly  tasteless.  I  make 
this  meaningless  remark  to  myself  every  day  and  don’t  know 
why. 

I  must  ration  my  drinking  water  for  I  am  always  fearful  that 
I  might  finish  it  and  then  wake  in  the  middle  of  the  night  with 
a  raging  thirst  that  I  cannot  satiate.  I  think  of  rabies  and  the 
raging  thirst  of  mad  dogs  and  I  know  how  easy  it  would  be  to 
go  mad  from  thirst.  Now  I  know  the  full  meaning  of  the  expres¬ 
sion  so  frequently  used  in  our  daily  lives:  “He  was  mad  with 
thirst.”  If  I  were  to  knock  over  this  water-bottle  there  would  be 
nothing  I  could  do  because  there  is  no  one  here.  Until  tomor¬ 
row  there  will  be  silence  in  this  tomb  of  a  place  so  far  down 
under  the  ground. 

Then  it  begins,  I  feel  it  coming  from  out  of  nowhere.  I  rec¬ 
ognize  it  now,  and  I  shrink  into  the  comer  to  await  its  pleasure. 
What  will  it  be  today?  That  slow  down-dragging  slide  and  pull 
into  hopeless  depression  and  weariness.  The  waters  of  the  sea 
of  despair  are  heavy  and  thick  and  I  think  I  cannot  swim 
through  them.  But  today  is  a  day  of  euphoria.  A  day  in  which 
I  will  not  walk  my  four  paces  but  in  which  I  will  glide,  my  feet 
hardly  touching  the  ground.  Up  snakes  and  down  ladders  my 
mind  is  maniacally  playing  games  with  me  and  I  cannot  escape. 
Today  it  is  teasing  me,  threatening  me,  so  far  without  the  full 
blast  of  its  fury.  I  squat  and  rock  backwards  and  forwards  recit¬ 
ing  a  half-remembered  nursery  rhyme  like  a  religious  mantra.  I 
am  determined  I  will  make  myself  more  mad  than  my  mind. 

Blackness,  the  light  has  gone.  There  will  be  none  for  ten 
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hours.  They  have  given  me  candles.  Small,  stubby  candles.  I 
will  not  light  them.  I  fear  the  dark  so  I  save  the  candles.  It’s  stu¬ 
pid,  it’s  ridiculous.  There  are  a  dozen  or  so  hidden  under  my 
bed.  I  will  not  light  them,  yet  I  hate  the  dark  and  cannot  abide 
its  thick  palpable  blackness.  I  can  feel  it  against  my  skin. 

I  am  going  crazier  by  the  day.  In  the  thick  sticky  darkness  I 
lie  naked  on  the  mattress.  The  blanket  reeks,  full  of  filth.  It  is 
pointless  to  try  to  shield  myself  from  the  mosquitoes  drooling 
and  humming,  their  constant  buzz,  buzz,  buzz  everywhere,  as  if 
it  is  inside  my  ears  and  inside  my  head.  In  the  thick  black  invis¬ 
ibility  it  is  foolishness  to  hope  to  kill  what  you  cannot  see  but 
only  feel  when  it  is  too  late,  upon  your  flesh. 

Always  in  the  morning  I  see  the  marks  of  the  night’s  battle. 
Red  lumps  like  chicken  pox,  all  raging  to  be  itched  and 
scratched.  I  sit  trying  to  prevent  myself  from  scratching.  The 
more  I  try  to  resist,  the  more  difficult  it  becomes  and  the  more 
demanding  is  my  body  for  the  exquisite  pain  of  my  nails  tear¬ 
ing  my  own  flesh.  For  some  reason  I  do  not  understand,  the  feet 
and  the  backs  of  my  fingers  suffer  the  most  from  these  insistent 
fleas.  The  pain  of  the  bites  on  these  tender  areas  can  be  excru¬ 
ciating.  At  times  I  exchange  one  pain  for  another.  Deciding 
feverishly  to  tear  and  scratch  the  skin  from  my  feet,  and  with  it 
the  pain  of  the  bite,  knowing  that  in  the  morning  my  feet  will 
be  a  bloody  mess  and  I  will  be  unable  to  walk  on  this  filthy 
floor.  It’s  all  so  purposeless.  I  am  naked  in  the  dark  and  I  try  to 
wipe  the  perspiration  from  my  skin.  The  night  noise  of  these 
insects  is  insidious.  I  cannot  bear  much  more.  I  thrust  my  body 
back  upon  the  mattress  and  pull  the  filthy  curtain  over  it  to 
keep  these  things  from  feeding  on  my  flesh.  I  cannot  bear  the 
heat  and  smell  of  this  rag  over  my  body  like  a  shroud.  I  must 
content  myself,  let  the  mosquitoes  feed  and  hope  that  having 
had  a  fill  of  me  they  will  leave  me  alone  to  find  some  sleep. 
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Thirty-seven 

The  Secret  Life  of  Salvador  Dali  (1942)  by  Salvador  Dali 
(1904-1989),  Spanish  painter 

See  description  on  page  seventy-two. 

I  am  thirty-seven  years  old.  It  is  July  30th,  1941,  the  day  I  prom¬ 
ised  my  publisher  I  would  finish  this  manuscript.  I  am  com¬ 
pletely  naked  and  alone  in  my  room  at  Hampton  Manor.  I 
approach  the  wardrobe  mirror  and  look  at  myself:  my  hair  is  still 
black  as  ebony,  my  feet  have  not  yet  known  the  degrading  stigma 
of  a  single  com;  my  body  exactly  resembles  that  of  my  adoles¬ 
cence,  except  for  my  stomach  which  has  grown  bigger.  I  am  not 
on  the  eve  of  a  voyage  to  China,  nor  am  I  about  to  get  a  divorce; 
neither  am  I  thinking  of  committing  suicide,  nor  of  jumping  over 
a  cliff  clutching  the  warm  placenta  of  a  silk  parachute  to  attempt 
to  be  reborn;  I  have  no  desire  to  fight  a  duel  with  anyone  or  with 
anything;  I  want  only  two  things:  first,  to  love  Gala,  my  wife;  and 
second,  that  other  inescapable  thing,  so  difficult  and  so  little 
desired — to  grow  old. 

“Of  Myself”  (1668)  by  Abraham  Cowley  (1618-1667), 
English  poet  and  essayist 

Cowley  was  bom  in  London  and  studied  at  Cambridge  University  but  as 
a  Royalist,  left  England  during  the  Civil  War  to  join  the  court  of  Queen 
Henrietta  Maria  in  France.  He  returned  to  his  home  country  in  1654, 
where  he  was  arrested  a  year  later  as  a  Royalist  agent.  After  his  arrest, 
Cowley  ceased  his  resistance  to  Oliver  Cromwell’s  Roundheads  and 
when  Charles  II  retook  the  throne  in  1660,  the  new  King  refused  to 
reward  the  poet,  and  merely  forgave  him  his  lapse  in  loyalty.  During  this 
period  of  his  later  life  when  he’d  become  almost  completely  overlooked 
as  a  poet,  Cowley  produced  his  essays,  including  this  early  example  of  the 
personal  essay. 

With  these  affections  of  mind,  and  my  heart  wholly  set 
upon  letters,  I  went  to  the  university;  but  was  soon  tom 
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from  thence  by  that  violent  public  storm  which  would  suffer 
nothing  to  stand  where  it  did,  but  rooted  up  every  plant,  even 
from  the  princely  cedars  to  me,  the  hyssop.  Yet  I  had  as  good  for¬ 
tune  as  could  have  befallen  me  in  such  a  tempest;  for  I  was  cast 
by  it  into  the  family  of  one  of  the  best  persons,  and  into  the  court 
of  one  of  the  best  princesses  of  the  world.  Now  though  I  was  here 
engaged  in  ways  most  contrary  to  the  original  design  of  my  life, 
that  is,  into  much  company,  and  no  small  business,  and  into  a 
daily  sight  of  greatness,  both  militant  and  triumphant  (for  that 
was  the  state  then  of  the  English  and  French  Courts)  yet  all  this 
was  so  far  from  altering  my  opinion,  that  it  only  added  the  con¬ 
firmation  of  reason  to  that  which  was  before  but  natural  inclina¬ 
tion.  I  saw  plainly  all  the  paint  of  that  kind  of  life,  the  nearer  I 
came  to  it;  and  that  beauty  which  I  did  not  fall  in  love  with, 
when,  for  aught  I  knew,  it  was  real,  was  not  like  to  bewitch  or 
entice  me  when  I  saw  that  it  was  adulterate.  I  met  with  several 
great  persons,  whom  I  liked  very  well,  but  could  not  perceive 
that  any  part  of  their  greatness  was  to  be  liked  or  desired,  no 
more  than  I  would  be  glad  or  content  to  be  in  a  storm,  though  I 
saw  many  ships  which  rid  safely  and  bravely  in  it.  A  storm  would 
not  agree  with  my  stomach,  if  it  did  with  my  courage.  Though,  I 
was  in  a  crowd  of  as  good  company  as  could  be  found  anywhere, 
though  I  was  in  business  of  great  and  honourable  trust,  though  I 
ate  at  the  best  table,  and  enjoyed  the  best  conveniences  for  pres¬ 
ent  subsistence  that  ought  to  be  desired  by  a  man  of  my  condi¬ 
tion  in  banishment  and  public  distresses;  yet  I  could  not  abstain 
from  renewing  my  old  schoolboy’s  wish  in  a  copy  of  verses  to  the 
same  effect. 

Well  then;  I  now  do  plainly  see, 

This  busy  world  and  I  shall  ne’er  agree,  etc. 

And  I  never  then  proposed  to  myself  any  other  advantage 
from  His  Majesty’s  happy  restoration,  but  the  getting  into  some 
moderately  convenient  retreat  in  the  country,  which  I  thought 
in  that  case  I  might  easily  have  compassed,  as  well  as  some  oth¬ 
ers,  with  no  greater  probabilities  or  pretences  have  arrived  to 
extraordinary  fortunes.  But  I  had  before  written  a  shrewd 
prophesy  against  myself,  and  I  think  Apollo  inspired  me  in  the 
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truth,  though  not  in  the  elegance  of  it. 

Thou,  neither  great  at  court  nor  in  the  war, 

Nor  at  th”  Exchange  shalt  be,  nor  at  the  wrangling  Bar; 

Content  thyself  with  the  small  barren  praise 
Which  neglected  Verse  does  raise,  etc. 

However,  by  the  failing  of  the  forces  which  I  had  expected,  I 
did  not  quit  the  design  which  I  had  resolved  on;  I  cast  myself  into 
it  A  Corps  Perdu,  without  making  capitulations  or  taking  counsel 
of  fortune.  But  God  laughs  at  a  man  who  says  to  his  soul,  “Take 
thy  ease”:  I  met  presently  not  only  with  many  little  encumbrances 
and  impediments,  but  with  so  much  sickness  (a  new  misfortune 
to  me)  as  would  have  spoiled  the  happiness  of  an  emperor  as  well 
as  mine.  Yet  I  do  neither  repent  nor  alter  my  course. 

The  Autobiography  of  Malcolm  X  (1965)  by  Malcolm  X 
(1925-1965),  African-American  civil  rights  leader 

Written  with  the  journalist  Alex  Haley,  The  Autobiography  begins  with 
Malcolm’s  childhood  in  Omaha,  Nebraska,  where  he  was  born 
Malcolm  Little  in  1925.  While  in  prison  for  robbery  in  his  early  twen¬ 
ties,  he  discovered  the  Muslim  organization,  the  Nation  of  Islam  and 
converted — he  was  given  his  name,  “X,”  by  the  organization’s  leader, 
Elijah  Muhammad,  to  symbolize  his  rejection  of  the  name  given  to  his 
family  by  slave-owners.  Malcolm  became  a  prominent  leader  in  the 
Nation  of  Islam  and  one  of  the  most  powerful  and  eloquent  voices  of 
the  Civil  Rights  era.  During  the  period  his  autobiography  was  being 
written,  Malcolm  had  broken  with  the  he  Elijah  Muhammad  and 
began  receiving  death  threats.  On  February  21,  1965,  he  was  shot  dead 
at  a  rally  in  Harlem.  His  autobiography  was  published  later  that  year. 

Anything  I  do  today,  I  regard  as  urgent.  No  man  is  given  but 
so  much  time  to  accomplish  whatever  is  his  life’s  work.  My 
life  in  particular  never  has  stayed  fixed  in  on  one  position  for 
very  long.  You  have  seen  how  throughout  my  life,  I  have  often 
known  unexpected  drastic  changes. 

I  am  only  facing  the  facts  when  I  know  that  any  moment  of 
any  day,  or  any  night,  could  bring  me  death.  This  is  particularly 
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true  since  that  last  trip  that  I  made  abroad.  I  have  seen  the 
nature  of  things  that  are  happening,  and  I  have  heard  things 
from  sources  which  are  reliable. 

To  speculate  about  dying  doesn’t  disturb  me  as  it  might 
some  people.  I  have  never  felt  that  I  would  live  to  become  an 
old  man.  Even  before  I  was  a  Muslim — when  I  was  a  hustler  in 
the  ghetto  jungle,  and  then  a  criminal  in  prison,  it  always 
stayed  on  my  mind  that  I  would  die  a  violent  death.  In  fact,  it 
runs  in  my  family.  My  father  and  most  of  his  brothers  died  by 
violence — my  father  because  of  what  he  believed  in.  To  come 
right  down  to  it,  if  I  take  the  kind  of  things  in  which  I  believe, 
then  add  to  that  the  kind  of  temperament  I  have,  plus  the  one 
hundred  percent  dedication  I  have  to  whatever  I  believe  in — 
these  are  ingredients  which  make  it  just  about  impossible  for 
me  to  die  of  old  age. 

Walden,  or  Life  in  the  Woods  (1854)  by  Henry  David 
Thoreau  (1817-1862),  American  writer  and  naturalist 

In  this  classic  work  of  American  autobiography,  Thoreau  describes  the 
period  from  1845  to  1847  when  he  lived  alone  in  the  small  cabin  he 
built  on  Walden  Pond,  near  to  his  hometown  of  Concord  in 
Massachusetts.  Through  this  experiment  in  simple  living  and  isola¬ 
tion,  the  author  sought  to  inspire  his  readers  to  reconsider  their  own 
lives,  and  to  bring  about  spiritual,  economic,  political,  environmental, 
and  moral  reform  by  example.  Although  he  never  earned  a  living  from 
his  writing,  Thoreau’s  works  number  many  volumes.  He  died  from 
tuberculosis  in  1862. 

Meanwhile  my  beans,  the  length  of  whose  rows,  added 
together,  was  seven  miles  already  planted,  were  impatient 
to  be  hoed,  for  the  earliest  had  grown  considerably  before  the  lat¬ 
est  were  in  the  ground;  indeed  they  were  not  easily  to  be  put  off. 
What  was  the  meaning  of  this  so  steady  and  self-respecting,  this 
small  Herculean  labor,  I  knew  not.  I  came  to  love  my  rows,  my 
beans,  though  so  many  more  than  I  wanted.  They  attached  me 
to  the  earth,  and  so  I  got  strength  like  Antaeus.  By  why  should  I 
raise  them?  Only  Heaven  knows.  This  was  my  curious  labor  all 
summer — to  make  this  portion  of  the  earth’s  surface,  which  had 
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yielded  only  cinquefoil,  blackberries,  johnswort,  and  the  like, 
before,  sweet  wild  fruits  and  pleasant  flowers,  produce  instead 
this  pulse.  What  shall  I  learn  of  beans  or  beans  of  me?  I  cherish 
them,  I  hoe  them,  early  and  late  I  have  an  eye  to  them;  and  this 
is  my  day’s  work.  It  is  a  fine  broad  leaf  to  look  on.  My  auxiliaries 
are  the  dews  and  rains  which  water  this  dry  soil,  and  what  fertil¬ 
ity  is  in  the  soil  itself,  which  for  the  most  part  is  lean  and  effete. 
My  enemies  are  worms,  cool  days,  and  most  of  all  woodchucks. 
The  last  have  nibbled  for  me  a  quarter  of  an  acre  clean.  But  what 
right  had  I  to  oust  johnswort  and  the  rest,  and  break  up  their 
ancient  herb  garden?  Soon,  however,  the  remaining  beans  will 
be  too  tough  for  them,  and  go  forward  to  meet  new  foes. 

When  I  was  four  years  old,  as  I  well  remember,  I  was 
brought  from  Boston  to  this  my  native  town,  through  these 
very  woods  and  this  field,  to  the  pond.  It  is  one  of  the  oldest 
scenes  stamped  on  my  memory.  And  now  tonight  my  flute  has 
waked  the  echoes  over  that  very  water.  The  pines  still  stand 
here  older  than  I;  or,  if  some  have  fallen,  I  have  cooked  my  sup¬ 
per  with  their  stumps,  and  a  new  growth  is  rising  all  around, 
preparing  another  aspect  for  new  infant  eyes.  Almost  the  same 
johnswort  springs  from  the  same  perennial  root  in  this  pasture, 
and  even  I  have  at  length  helped  to  clothe  that  fabulous  land¬ 
scape  of  my  infant  dreams,  and  one  of  the  results  of  my  pres¬ 
ence  and  influence  is  seen  in  these  bean  leaves,  com  blades, 
and  potato  vines. 

I  planted  about  two  acres  and  a  half  of  upland;  and  it  was  only 
about  fifteen  years  since  the  land  was  cleared,  and  I  myself  had 
got  out  two  or  three  cords  of  stumps;  I  did  not  give  it  any  manure; 
but  in  the  course  of  the  summer  it  appeared  by  the  arrowheads 
which  I  turned  up  in  hoeing,  that  an  extinct  nation  had 
anciently  dwelt  here  and  planted  com  and  beans  ere  white  men 
came  to  clear  the  land,  and  so,  to  some  extent,  had  exhausted 
the  soil  for  this  very  crop. 

Before  yet  any  woodchuck  or  squirrel  had  run  across  the 
road,  or  the  sun  had  got  above  the  shrub-oaks,  while  all  the 
dew  was  on,  though  the  farmers  warned  me  against  it — I  would 
advise  you  to  do  your  work  if  possible  while  the  dew  is  on — I 
began  to  level  the  ranks  of  haughty  weeds  in  my  bean-field  and 
throw  dust  upon  their  heads.  Early  in  the  morning  I  worked 
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barefooted,  dabbling  like  a  plastic  artist  in  the  dewy  and  crum¬ 
bling  sand,  but  later  in  the  day  the  sun  blistered  my  feet.  There 
the  sun  lighted  me  to  hoe  beans,  pacing  slowly  backward  and 
forward  over  that  yellow  gravelly  upland,  between  the  long 
green  rows,  fifteen  rods,  the  one  end  terminating  in  a  shrub-oak 
copse  where  I  could  rest  in  the  shade,  the  other  in  a  blackberry 
field  where  the  green  berries  deepened  their  tints  by  the  time  I 
had  made  another  bout.  Removing  the  weeds,  putting  fresh  soil 
about  the  bean  stems,  and  encouraging  this  weed  which  I  had 
sown,  making  the  yellow  soil  express  its  summer  thought  in 
bean  leaves  and  blossoms  rather  than  in  wormwood  and  piper 
and  millet  grass,  making  the  earth  say  beans  instead  of  grass — 
this  was  my  daily  work. 


Forty  c^> 

Lady  Sings  the  Blues  (1956)  by  Billie  Holiday 
(1915-1959),  American  jazz  vocalist 

Holiday  claimed  she  had  never  read  her  autobiography — the  book  was 
co-written  with  her  friend  William  Dufty  and  biographers  continue  to 
dispute  its  veracity.  Nonetheless,  Lady  Singsjhe  Blues  provides  readers 
with  a  riveting  account  of  the  singer”s  life,  growing  up  to  teenage  parents 
in  Baltimore,  and  of  her  later  heroin  addiction  and  persecution  by  the 
authorities  as  a  result.  The  excerpt  below  is  from  the  end  of  the  book, 
written  during  a  time  when  Holiday  had  recently  been  released  on  bail 
after  a  drug  conviction,  hopeful  that  she  might  still  be  able  to  kick  her 
habit.  Three  years  after  the  book  was  published  she  died  at  the  age  of 
forty-four  from  liver  complications,  under  arrest  for  drug  possession, 
guarded  in  her  hospital  bed,  with  only  a  few  hundred  dollars  to  her  name. 

I’ve  been  told  that  nobody  sings  the  word  “hunger”  like  I  do.  Or 
the  word  “love.”  Maybe  I  remember  what  those  words  are  all 
about.  Maybe  I’m  proud  enough  to  want  to  remember  Baltimore 
and  Welfare  Island,  the  Catholic  institution  and  the  Jefferson 
Market  Court,  the  sheriff  in  front  of  our  place  in  Harlem  and  the 
towns  from  coast  to  coast  where  I  got  my  lumps  and  scars,  Philly 
and  Alderson,  Hollywood  and  San  Francisco — every  damn  bit  of  it. 
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All  the  Cadillacs  and  minks  in  the  world — and  I’ve  had  a 
few — can’t  make  it  up  or  make  me  forget  it.  All  I’ve  learned  in 
all  those  places  from  all  those  people  is  wrapped  up  in  those 
two  words.  You’ve  got  to  have  something  to  eat  and  a  little 
love  in  your  life  before  you  can  hold  still  for  any  damn  body’s 
sermon  on  how  to  behave. 

Everything  I  am  and  everything  I  want  out  of  life  goes 
smack  back  to  that. 

Look  at  my  big  dream!  It’s  always  been  to  have  a  big  place 
of  my  own  out  in  the  country  someplace  where  I  could  take 
care  of  stray  dogs  and  orphan  kids,  kids  that  didn’t  ask  to  be 
born;  kids  that  didn’t  ask  to  be  black,  blue,  or  green  or  some¬ 
thing  in  between. 

I’d  only  want  to  be  sure  of  one  thing — that  nobody  in  the 
world  wanted  these  kids.  Then  I  would  take  them.  They’d  have 
to  be  illegit,  no  mama,  no  papa. 

I’d  have  room  for  twenty-five  or  thirty,  with  three  or  four 
big  buxom  loving  women  just  like  my  mom  to  take  care  of 
them,  feed  them,  see  to  it  the  little  bastards  go  to  school; 
knock  them  in  the  head  when  They’re  wrong,  but  love  them 
whether  They’re  good  or  bad. 

We’d  have  a  crazy  big  kitchen  with  a  chartreuse  stove  and  a 
refrigerator  to  match,  and  I’d  supervise  the  cooking  and  baking. 
We  might  have  a  doctor  and  a  nurse  and  a  couple  of  tutors.  But 
I’d  always  be  around  to  teach  them  my  kind  of  teaching — not 
the  kind  that  tells  them  how  to  spell  Mississippi,  but  how  to  be 
glad  to  be  who  you  are  and  what  you  are. 

When  they  grow  up  enough  to  go  out  and  do  babysitting 
and  take  little  jobs  or  start  on  their  own,  away  they’d  go.  And 
then  there  would  always  be  more. 

Grown-ups  can  make  it  some  kind  of  way.  They  might  have 
a  little  more  or  a  little  less  to  eat  than  the  next  guy — a  little 
more  or  a  little  less  love,  and  it  isn’t  fatal. 

But  kids?  Take  me,  I  didn’t  ask  Clarence  Holiday  and 
Sadie  Fagan  to  get  together  in  that  Baltimore  hallway  and 
have  me  and  then  have  to  leave  me  to  get  pushed  around  and 
hassle  with  life  on  my  own.  Sure,  my  old  lady  took  care  of  me 
the  best  she  could  and  she  was  the  greatest.  But  she  was  only 
a  kid  herself.  Her  hassle  was  worse  than  mine.  She  was  just  a 
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young  kid  trying  to  raise  a  young  kid. 

Anyway,  that’s  my  dream  and  there  is  another  dream  too. 

All  my  life  I’ve  wanted  my  own  club.  A  small  place  where  I 
can  walk  in,  have  my  own  piano,  drums,  and  a  swinging  guitar. 
I’d  want  it  to  be  crowded  if  there  were  one  hundred  and 
twenty-five  people  there — that’s  how  intimate  I  want  it. 

I’ve  fought  all  my  life  to  be  able  to  sing  what  I  wanted  the 
way  I  wanted  to  sing  it.  Before  I  die  I  want  a  place  of  my  own 
where  nobody  can  tell  me  when  to  go  on.  I  might  go  on  at  nine, 
or  four  in  the  morning;  I  might  sing  forty-nine  songs  or  one 
song.  I  might  even  get  up  and  stop  the  band  in  the  middle  of  a 
number  and  sing  something  I  felt  like  singing. 

But  it  would  be  a  place  where  my  friends  could  come  and 
really  relax  and  enjoy  themselves — sleep  if  they  wanted  to 
sleep,  and  eat  if  they  wanted  to  eat. 

And  I’d  run  that  kitchen  myself.  I  might  not  actually  cook 
everything,  but  I’d  oversee  it  and  taste  it  and  see  that  it’s  my 
kind  of  cooking  and  that  it’s  straight.  I  used  to  laugh  when 
Mom  talked  about  having  her  own  place,  but  look  at  me  now. 

I  could  have  had  a  dozen  clubs  in  my  time,  but  I’d  always 
have  been  fronting  for  something  else.  Even  today  there  are 
promoters  willing  to  get  behind  a  club  of  mine.  But  I  wouldn’t 
take  somebody  else’s  money  even  if  they  were  fool  enough  to 
give  it  to  me.  I’d  always  be  scared  someone  would  come  in  and 
plant  some  stuff  in  my  place,  have  me  raided  and  busted. 

Besides,  it  would  have  to  be  proven  to  me  that  it  was  mine, 
all  mine,  before  the  law  would  let  me  sing  in  it.  And  I  would 
have  to  know  it  was  mine  before  I  could  sing  in  it  anyway. 

Although  people  sometimes  act  like  they  think  so,  a 
singer  is  not  like  a  saxophone.  If  you  don’t  sound  right,  you 
can’t  go  out  and  get  some  new  reeds,  split  them  just  right.  A 
singer  is  only  a  voice,  and  a  voice  is  completely  dependent 
on  the  body  God  gave  you.  When  you  walk  out  there  and 
open  your  mouth,  you  never  know  What’s  going  to  happen. 

I’m  not  supposed  to  get  a  toothache,  I’m  not  supposed  to  get 
nervous;  I  can’t  throw  up  or  get  sick  to  my  stomach;  I’m  not  sup¬ 
posed  to  get  the  ’flu  or  have  a  sore  throat.  I’m  supposed  to  go  out 
there  and  look  pretty  and  sing  good  and  smile  and  I’d  just  better. 

Why?  Because  I’m  Billie  Holiday  and  I’ve  been  in  trouble. 


The  Middle  »-  317 


Forty-one  c^> 

And  When  Did  You  Last  See  Your  Father 1  (1993)  by  Blake 
Morrison  (1950-  ),  English  writer,  poet,  and  editor 

Morrison’s  moving  account  of  the  last  few  weeks  of  his  father’s  life 
(before  his  death  from  cancer)  expertly  describes  his  father  and  their 
relationship.  The  final  chapter,  included  here,  depicts  the  last  time 
they  were  together.  Born  in  Yorkshire  in  1950,  Morrison  began  his 
career  as  a  literary  editor.  His  first  poetry  collection,  Dark  Glasses, 
appeared  in  1984-  He  also  the  author  of  a  novel,  a  children’s  book,  a 
play,  and  many  works  of  criticism  and  journalism.  A  second  volume  of 
memoir,  Things  My  Mother  Never  Told  Me,  was  published  in  2002. 

He  isn’t  drinking,  isn’t  eating.  He  wears  his  trousers  open  at 
the  waist,  held  up  not  by  a  belt  but  by  pain  and  swelling. 

He  looks  like  death,  but  he  is  not  dead,  and  won’t  be  for  another 
four  weeks.  He  has  driven  down  from  Yorkshire  to  London.  He 
has  made  it  against  the  odds.  He  is  still  my  father.  He  is  still  here. 
“I’ve  brought  some  plants  for  you.” 

“Come  and  sit  down  first,  Dad,  you’ve  been  driving  for 
hours.” 

“No,  best  get  them  unloaded.” 

It’s  like  Birnam  Wood  coming  to  Dunsinane,  black  plastic 
bags  and  wooden  boxes  blooming  in  the  back  seat,  the  rear 
window,  the  boot:  herbs,  hypericum,  escallonia,  cotoneaster, 
ivies,  potentillas.  He  directs  me  where  to  leave  the  different 
plants — which  will  need  shade,  which  sun,  which  shelter.  Like 
all  my  father’s  presents,  they  come  with  a  pay-off — he  will  not 
leave  until  he  has  seen  every  one  of  them  planted:  “I  know  you. 
And  I  don’t  want  them  drying  up.” 

We  walk  round  the  house,  the  expanse  of  rooms,  so  different 
from  the  old  flat.  “It’s  wonderful  to  see  you  settled  at  last,”  he  says, 
and  I  resist  telling  him  that  I’m  not  settled,  have  never  felt  less  set¬ 
tled  in  my  life.  I  see  his  eyes  taking  in  the  little  things  to  be  done, 
the  leaky  taps,  the  cracked  paint,  the  rotting  window-frames. 

“You’ll  need  a  new  switch  unit  for  the  mirror  light — the 
contact  has  gone,  see.” 


318  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

“Yes.” 

“And  a  couple  of  two-inch  Phillips  screws  will  solve  this.” 

“I’ve  got  some.  Let’s  have  a  drink  now,  eh.” 

“What’s  the  schedule  for  tomorrow?”  he  asks,  as  always,  and 
I’m  irritated,  as  always,  at  his  need  to  parcel  out  the  weekend 
into  a  series  of  tasks,  as  if  without  a  plan  of  action  it  wouldn’t 
be  worth  his  coming,  not  even  to  see  his  son  or  grandchildren. 
“I  don’t  think  I’ll  be  much  help  to  you,”  he  says,  “but  I’ll  try.” 
By  nine-thirty  he  is  in  bed  and  asleep. 

I  wake  him  next  day  at  nine,  unthinkably  late,  with  a  pint- 
mug  of  tea,  unthinkably  refused.  After  his  breakfast  of  straw¬ 
berry  Complan  he  comes  round  the  house  with  me,  stooped 
and  crouching  over  his  swollen  stomach.  For  once  it’s  me  who 
is  going  to  have  to  do  the  hammering  and  screwing.  We  go 
down  to  the  hardware  shop  in  Greenwich,  where  he  charms 
the  socks  off  the  black  assistant,  who  gives  me  a  shrug  and  a  pat 
at  the  end,  as  if  to  say,  “Where  d’you  get  a  dad  like  this  from?” 
Back  home  again,  he  decides  that  the  job  for  him  is  to  get  the 
curtains  moving  freely  on  their  rails.  “You  know  the  best  thing 
for  it?”  he  says.  “Furniture  polish.  Get  me  a  can  of  it  and  I’ll  sort 
it  for  you.”  He  teeters  on  a  wooden  kitchen  stool  at  each  of  the 
windows  in  the  house,  his  trousers  gaping  open,  and  sprays  pol¬ 
ish  on  the  rail,  and  wipes  it  over  with  a  dirty  rag.  His  balance 
looks  precarious.  I  try  to  talk  him  down,  but  he  is  stubborn. 

“No,  it  needs  doing.  And  every  time  you  pull  the  curtains 
from  now  on,  you  can  think  of  me.” 

I  ask  him  about  the  operation:  is  he  apprehensive? 

“No  point  in  being.  They  have  to  have  a  look.  I  expect  it’s 
an  infarct,  and  they’ll  be  able  to  cure  that,  but  if  not.  .  .  well, 
I’ve  had  a  good  life  and  I’ve  left  everything  in  order  for  you.” 

“I’d  rather  you  than  order.” 

“Too  true.” 

I  make  sure  there  are  only  two  light  but  time-consuming 
jobs  for  us.  The  first  is  to  fix  a  curtain  pole  across  the  garden 
end  of  the  kitchen,  over  the  glazed  door,  and  we  spend  the  best 
part  of  two  hours  bickering  about  the  best  way  to  do  this: 
there’s  a  problem  on  the  left-hand  side  because  the  kitchen 
cupboards  finish  close  to  the  end  wall,  six  inches  or  so,  and  you 
can’t  get  an  electric  drill  in  easily  to  make  the  holes  for  the  fix- 
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ing  bracket.  The  drill  keeps  sheering  off,  partly  because  I’m 
unnerved  by  him  below,  drawing  something  on  the  back  of  an 
envelope.  I  get  down  and  he  shows  me  his  plan:  a  specially 
mounted  shelf  in  the  side  wall  to  support  the  pole  rather  than 
a  fixing  bracket  for  it  on  the  end.  Sighing  and  cursing,  I  climb 
back  up  and  follow  his  instructions  in  every  detail — not  just 
the  size  of  screws  and  Rawlplugs  needed,  but  how  to  clasp  the 
hammer. 

“Hold  it  at  the  end,  you  daft  sod,  not  up  near  the  top.” 

“Christ,  Dad,  I’m  forty-one  years  old.” 

“And  you  still  don’t  know  how  to  hold  a  hammer  prop¬ 
erly — or  a  screwdriver.” 

Infuriatingly,  his  plan  works — the  shelf  mounting,  the  pole, 
the  curtain,  all  fine.  I  try  not  to  give  him  the  satisfaction  of 
admitting  it. 

We  bicker  our  way  into  the  next  room  and  the  other  job:  to 
hang  the  chandelier  inherited  from  Uncle  Bert.  At  some  point 
in  the  move,  many  of  the  glass  pieces  have  become  separated, 
and  now,  in  the  dim  November  light  behind  the  tall  sash-win¬ 
dow,  we  spend  the  afternoon  working  out  where  they  belong, 
re-attaching  them  to  the  wire  that  joins  them,  and  then 
strengthening  the  candelabra  from  which  they  dangle.  “This 
really  needs  soldering,”  he  says,  meaning  that  he  will  find  an 
alternative  to  soldering  them,  since  to  solder  would  mean  going 
out  and  spending  money  on  a  soldering  iron  when  he  has  a  per¬ 
fectly  good  one  at  home.  I  watch  him  bowed  over  the  glass  dia¬ 
monds,  with  pliers  and  fractured  screw-threads  and  nuts  and 
bits  of  wire — the  improviser,  the  amateur  inventor — and  I 
think  of  all  the  jobs  he’s  done  for  me  down  the  years,  and  how 
sooner  or  later  I’ll  have  to  learn  to  do  them  for  myself.  The 
metal  clasps  joining  glass  ball  to  glass  ball  are  like  the  clasps  on 
his  King  Edward  cigar  boxes,  and  the  clasps  on  his  student 
skeleton,  Janet. 

“I  think  that’s  it,”  he  says,  attaching  a  last  bauble.  “Three 
pieces  missing,  but  no  one  will  notice.”  He  stands  at  the  foot  of 
the  stepladder  holding  the  heavy  chandelier  while  I  connect  the 
two  electrical  wires  to  the  ceiling  rose,  tighten  the  rose-cover 
and  slip  the  ring- attachment  over  the  dangling  hook.  He  lets  go 
tentatively. 
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“Gently  does  it” — unable  to  believe,  since  he  has  not  done 
the  fixing  himself,  that  the  chandelier  will  hold.  It  holds.  We 
turn  the  light  on,  and  the  six  candle-bulbs  shimmer  through 
the  cage  of  glass,  the  prison  of  prisms.  “Let  there  be  light,”  my 
father  says,  the  only  time  I  can  ever  remember  him  quoting 
anything,  though  I  can  recall  some  joke  he  used  to  tell,  about 
failed  footlights  at  Turf  Moor,  a  visiting  Chinese  football  team, 
and  the  punch-line  “Many  hands  make  light  work.”  We  stand 
there  gawping  upwards  for  a  moment,  as  if  we  had  witnessed  a 
miracle,  or  as  if  this  were  a  grand  ballroom,  not  a  suburban  din¬ 
ing-room,  and  the  next  dance,  if  we  had  the  courage  to  take 
part  in  it,  might  be  the  beginning  of  a  new  life.  Then  he  turns 
the  switch  off  and  it’s  dark  again  and  he  says,  “Excellent. 
What’s  the  next  job,  then?” 

De  Profundis  (1905)  by  Oscar  Wilde  (1854-1900),  Irish 
writer 

Wilde’s  most  personal  work,  De  Profundis  (“from  the  depths”),  was 
written  while  its  author  was  serving  a  two-year  prison  sentence  in 
Pentonville  and  Reading  jails  for  “gross  indecency”  after  his  homo¬ 
sexual  relations  had  come  to  light  during  a  libel  suit  involving  his 
lover’s  father.  Written  in  the  form  of  a  letter  to  his  lover,  Lord  Alfred 
Douglas,  Wilde  describes  the  sorrow  and  privations  of  captivity,  man¬ 
aging,  despite  his  somber  tone,  to  still  sound  notes  of  the  elegance  and 
wit  that  had  made  him  a  literary  celebrity.  On  his  release  from  prison, 
Wilde  fled  to  France  where  he  died  soon  afterwards  at  the  age  of  forty- 
six.  Four  years  after  his  death,  an  edited  version  of  De  Profundis  was 
published,  and  in  1949,  Wilde’s  son  authorized  a  complete  version. 

When  first  I  was  put  into  prison  some  people  advised  me  to 
try  and  forget  who  I  was.  It  was  ruinous  advice.  It  is  only 
by  realizing  what  I  am  that  I  have  found  comfort  of  any  kind. 
Now  I  am  advised  by  others  to  try  on  my  release  to  forget  that  I 
have  ever  been  in  a  prison  at  all.  I  know  that  would  be  equally 
fatal.  It  would  mean  that  I  would  always  be  haunted  by  an  intol¬ 
erable  sense  of  disgrace,  and  that  those  things  that  are  meant  for 
me  as  much  as  for  anybody  else — the  beauty  of  the  sun  and 
moon,  the  pageant  of  the  seasons,  the  music  of  daybreak  and  the 
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silence  of  great  nights,  the  rain  falling  through  the  leaves,  or  the 
dew  creeping  over  the  grass  and  making  it  silver — would  all  be 
tainted  for  me,  and  lose  their  healing  power  and  their  power  of 
communicating  joy.  To  regret  one’s  own  experiences  is  to  arrest 
one’s  own  development.  To  deny  one’s  own  experiences  is  to  put 
a  lie  into  the  lips  of  one’s  own  life.  It  is  no  less  than  a  denial  of 
the  soul. 

For  just  as  the  body  absorbs  things  of  all  kinds,  things  com¬ 
mon  and  unclean  no  less  than  those  that  the  priest  or  a  vision 
has  cleansed,  and  converts  them  into  swiftness  or  strength,  into 
the  play  of  beautiful  muscles  and  the  moulding  of  fair  flesh, 
into  the  curves  and  colours  of  the  hair,  the  lips,  the  eye;  so  the 
soul  in  its  turn  has  its  nutritive  functions  also,  and  can  trans¬ 
form  into  noble  moods  of  thought  and  passions  of  high  import 
what  in  itself  is  base,  cruel  and  degrading;  nay,  more,  may  find 
in  these  its  most  august  modes  of  assertion,  and  can  often 
reveal  itself  most  perfectly  through  what  was  intended  to  dese¬ 
crate  or  destroy. 

The  fact  of  my  having  been  the  common  prisoner  of  a  com¬ 
mon  goal  I  must  frankly  accept,  and,  curious  as  it  may  seem, 
one  of  the  things  I  shall  have  to  teach  myself  is  not  to  be 
ashamed  of  it.  I  must  accept  it  as  a  punishment,  and  if  one  is 
ashamed  of  having  been  punished,  one  might  just  as  well  never 
have  been  punished  at  all.  Of  course  there  are  many  things  of 
which  I  was  convicted  that  I  had  not  done,  but  then  there  are 
many  things  of  which  I  was  convicted  that  I  had  done,  and  a 
still  greater  number  of  things  in  my  life  for  which  I  was  never 
indicted  at  all.  And  as  the  gods  are  strange,  and  punish  us  for 
what  is  good  and  humane  in  us  as  much  as  for  what  is  evil  and 
perverse,  I  must  accept  the  fact  that  one  is  punished  for  the 
good  as  well  as  for  the  evil  that  one  does.  I  have  no  doubt  that 
it  is  quite  right  one  should  be.  It  helps  one,  or  should  help  one, 
to  realize  both,  and  not  to  be  too  conceited  about  either.  And 
if  I  then  am  not  ashamed  of  my  punishment,  as  I  hope  not  to 
be,  I  shall  be  able  to  think,  and  walk,  and  live  with  freedom. 

Many  men  on  their  release  carry  their  prison  about  with 
them  into  the  air,  and  hide  it  as  a  secret  disgrace  in  their  hearts, 
and  at  length,  like  poor  poisoned  things,  creep  into  some  hole 
and  die.  It  is  wretched  that  they  should  have  to  do  so,  and  it  is 
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wrong,  terribly  wrong,  of  society  that  it  should  force  them  to  do 
so.  Society  takes  upon  itself  the  right  to  inflict  appalling  pun¬ 
ishment  on  the  individual,  but  it  also  has  the  supreme  vice  of 
shallowness,  and  fails  to  realize  what  it  has  done.  When  the 
man’s  punishment  is  over,  it  leaves  him  to  himself;  that  is  to 
say,  it  abandons  him  at  the  very  moment  when  its  highest  duty 
towards  him  begins.  It  is  really  ashamed  of  its  own  actions,  and 
shuns  those  whom  it  has  punished,  as  people  shun  a  creditor 
whose  debt  they  cannot  pay,  or  one  on  whom  they  have 
inflicted  an  irreparable,  an  irredeemable  wrong.  I  can  claim  on 
my  side  that  if  I  realize  what  I  have  suffered,  society  should  real¬ 
ize  what  it  has  inflicted  on  me;  and  that  there  should  be  no  bit¬ 
terness  or  hate  on  either  side. 

Of  course  I  know  that  from  one  point  of  view  things  will  be 
made  different  for  me  than  for  others;  must  indeed,  by  the  very 
nature  of  the  case,  be  made  so.  The  poor  thieves  and  outcasts 
who  are  imprisoned  here  with  me  are  in  many  respects  more 
fortunate  than  I  am.  The  little  way  in  grey  city  or  green  field 
that  saw  their  sin  is  small;  to  find  those  who  know  nothing  of 
what  they  have  done  they  need  go  no  further  than  a  bird  might 
fly  between  the  twilight  at  dawn  and  the  dawn  itself:  but  for  me 
the  world  is  shrivelled  to  a  hand’s  breadth,  and  everywhere  I 
turn  my  name  is  written  on  the  rocks  in  lead.  For  I  have  come, 
not  from  obscurity  into  the  momentary  notoriety  of  crime,  but 
from  a  sort  of  eternity  of  fame  to  a  sort  of  eternity  of  infamy, 
and  sometimes  seem  to  myself  to  have  shown,  if  indeed  it 
required  showing,  that  between  the  famous  and  the  infamous 
there  is  but  one  step,  if  as  much  as  one. 

Still,  in  the  very  fact  that  people  will  recognize  me  wher¬ 
ever  I  go,  and  know  all  about  my  life,  as  far  as  its  follies  go,  I 
can  discern  something  good  for  me.  It  will  force  on  me  the 
necessity  of  again  asserting  myself  as  an  artist,  and  as  soon  as  I 
possibly  can.  If  I  can  produce  only  one  beautiful  work  of  art  I 
shall  be  able  to  rob  malice  of  its  venom,  and  cowardice  of  its 
sneer,  and  to  pluck  out  the  tongue  of  scorn  by  the  roots. 

And  if  life  be,  as  it  surely  is,  a  problem  to  me,  I  am  no  less 
a  problem  to  life.  People  must  adopt  some  attitude  towards  me, 
and  so  pass  judgment  both  on  themselves  and  me.  I  need  not 
say  I  am  not  talking  of  particular  individuals.  The  only  people 
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I  would  care  to  be  with  now  are  artists  and  people  who  have 
suffered:  those  who  know  what  beauty  is,  and  those  who  know 
what  sorrow  is:  nobody  else  interests  me.  Nor  am  I  making  any 
demands  on  life.  In  all  that  I  have  said  I  am  simply  concerned 
with  my  own  mental  attitude  towards  life  as  a  whole;  and  I  feel 
that  not  to  be  ashamed  of  having  been  punished  is  one  of  the 
first  points  I  must  attain  to,  for  the  sake  of  my  own  perfection, 
and  because  I  am  so  imperfect. 

Then  I  must  learn  how  to  be  happy. 

Clinging  to  the  Wreckage:  A  Part  of  Life  (1982)  by  John 
Mortimer  (1923-  ),  English  writer 

Besides  his  work  as  a  playwright,  screenwriter,  journalist,  novelist,  and 
barrister,  Mortimer  has  also  produced  three  works  of  autobiography. 
Clinging  to  the  Wreckage  deals  with  his  early  years — he  began  his  career 
as  a  divorce  lawyer,  an  irony  that  is  noted  in  the  following  description 
of  his  own  divorce.  A  second  memoir,  Murderers  and  Other  Friends: 
Another  Part  of  Life  (1994)  covers  Mortimer’s  time  as  a  QC  defending 
everyone  from  the  murderers  of  the  title  to  the  punk  band  The  Sex 
Pistols  as  well  as  his  second,  happy  marriage,  and  the  progress  of  his 
literary  career.  His  third  work  of  memoir,  The  Summer  of  a  Dormouse: 
Another  Part  of  Life  (2000)  is  about  its  author’s  seventy-eighth  year. 

The  cracks  spread  across  the  ceiling  in  our  North  London 
house  like  ever-widening  rivers  on  a  map,  and  the  plaster 
powdered  the  stair-carpets.  Step-daughters,  who  had  been  lurk¬ 
ing  with  lovers  in  the  shadowy  upper  stories,  left  home.  In  spite 
of  the  simplicities  of  the  law  I  used  to  practise,  there  is  no  one 
cause  you  can  write  on  the  death  certificate  of  a  marriage;  the 
patient  is  at  the  mercy  of  a  multiplicity  of  sicknesses,  and  when 
two  writers  in  one  house  are  involved  resistance  may  be  seriously 
weakened.  I  knew  how  my  clients  felt  at  the  end  of  a  long  and 
familiar  life  and  their  fear  at  the  prospect  of  unaccustomed  free¬ 
dom.  For  a  long  time  every  effort  is  made  to  keep  the  true  facts 
from  the  family.  Meanwhile  there  is  a  constant  and  increasingly 
hopeless  search  for  a  cure. 

At  one  period  of  history  we  might  have  put  our  affairs  in  the 
hands  of  priests  or  vicars.  Nowadays  the  dissolution  of  marriage 
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seems  to  be  attended  by  grave  and  sympathetic  chartered 
accountants.  The  affluent  sixties  brought,  I’m  sure,  a  great 
increase  in  the  number  of  psychoanalysts.  Such  doctors,  a  red- 
faced  Scot  with  a  breezy  commonsense  manner,  or  a  pale  and 
uncommunicative  Central  European  who  sat  by  the  gas  fire  in 
the  house  he  never  left,  while  his  family  listened  uneasily  to 
the  opening  of  the  front  door  and  the  tentative  footstep  on  the 
stair,  become  the  third  parties  in  our  lives.  They  were  the  rivals, 
granted  the  long  private  hours  of  self-examination,  whose  enig¬ 
matic  advice  could  be  repeated  and,  perhaps,  improved  upon. 
Bred  to  a  scepticism  which  found  the  Book  of  Genesis,  the 
Oedipus  Complex  and  the  Collective  Unconscious  merely 
myths  of  varying  usefulness,  I  found  my  visits  to  these  doctors 
puzzling.  The  breezy  Scotsman,  for  instance,  suggested  that  the 
situation  might  improve  were  I  to  take  up  golf.  It  seemed,  at  a 
time  of  advancing  despair,  an  extreme  but  probably  fruitless 
remedy. 

I  had,  I  suppose,  reached  that  moment  when  well-settled 
people  set  out  for  a  second  visit  to  their  youth.  Mine  was  a 
place  I  had  never  seen  before,  having  been  too  involved  with 
children,  “undefendeds,”  overdrafts  and  getting  on  in  the  law. 
Gauguin  gave  up  his  bourgeois  life  and  set  sail  for  Tahiti.  Many 
men,  I  imagine,  travel  the  same  route,  and  if  their  South  Sea 
island  is  only  the  adolescence  they  never  enjoyed,  it  is  subject 
to  the  same  disadvantages,  heat,  disease,  disillusion,  loneliness 
and  the  slow  disintegration  of  life  in  the  tropics.  I  suppose  it’s 
possible  that  Gauguin  might  have  painted  his  pictures  of  the 
South  Seas  while  still  living  with  his  Danish  wife  and  during 
his  spare  time  from  the  bank.  Such  considerations  never  dis¬ 
suade  anyone  from  attempting  the  journey,  however  much  they 
may  regret  arriving  at  their  destination. 

These  thoughts,  confused  and  hardly  understood,  were  half 
exhilarating  and  half  paralysing  to  the  will.  It  became  an  enor¬ 
mous  effort  to  open  letters,  still  more  to  do  an  “undefended,” 
and  much  time  seemed  to  be  spent  in  watching  the  cracks  trace 
their  slow  way  across  the  ceiling.  Some  sort  of  new  start  was 
clearly  necessary,  but  I  had  no  idea  where  to  begin. 
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c^>  Forty^six 

The  Meditations  (167)  by  Marcus  Aurelius  Antoninus 
(121-180),  Roman  Emperor 

See  description  on  page  sixty-four. 

Wilt  thou,  then,  my  soul,  never  be  good  and  simple  and  one 
and  naked,  more  manifest  than  the  body  which  surrounds 
thee?  Wilt  thou  never  enjoy  an  affectionate  and  contented  dis¬ 
position?  Wilt  thou  never  be  full  and  without  a  want  of  any  kind, 
longing  for  nothing  more,  nor  desiring  anything,  either  animate 
or  inanimate,  for  the  enjoyment  of  pleasures?  nor  yet  desiring 
time  wherein  thou  shalt  have  longer  enjoyment,  or  place,  or 
pleasant  climate,  or  society  of  men  with  whom  thou  mayest  live 
in  harmony?  but  wilt  thou  be  satisfied  with  thy  present  condi¬ 
tion,  and  pleased  with  all  that  is  about  thee,  and  wilt  thou  con¬ 
vince  thyself  that  thou  hast  everything  and  that  it  comes  from 
the  gods,  that  everything  is  well  for  thee,  and  will  be  well  what¬ 
ever  shall  please  them,  and  whatever  they  shall  give  for  the  con¬ 
servation  of  the  perfect  living  being,  the  good  and  just  and  beau¬ 
tiful,  which  generates  and  holds  together  all  things,  and  contains 
and  embraces  all  things  which  are  dissolved  for  the  production  of 
other  like  things?  Wilt  thou  never  be  such  that  thou  shalt  so 
dwell  in  community  with  gods  and  men  as  neither  to  find  fault 
with  them  at  all,  nor  to  be  condemned  by  them? 

Annie  Besant:  An  Autobiography  (1893)  by  Annie  Besant 
(1847-1933),  Social  campaigner  and  theosophist 

Besant’s  autobiography  tells  the  story  of  a  woman  who  had  already 
repeatedly  reinvented  herself  by  the  time  she  wrote  her  life  story  at 
the  age  of  forty-six.  Married  to  a  Reverend  at  a  young  age,  Besant  left 
him,  becoming  an  early  advocate  for  secularism,  women’s  and  work¬ 
ers’  rights,  and  birth  control.  In  1887,  Besant  rejected  atheism  for  a 
system  of  religious  belief  called  Theosophy,  based  on  ancient  Indian 
spirituality,  becoming  president  of  one  of  the  school’s  branches.  She 
died  in  Madras  at  the  age  of  eighty-six,  after  spending  her  latter  years 
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campaigning  for  Indian  Home  Rule,  convinced  she  would  be  quickly 
reincarnated. 

Looking  back  today  over  my  life,  I  see  that  its  keynote — 
through  all  the  blunders,  and  the  blind  mistakes,  and  clumsy 
follies — has  been  this  longing  for  sacrifice  to  something  felt  as 
greater  than  the  self.  It  has  been  so  strong  and  so  persistent  that 
I  recognize  it  now  as  a  tendency  brought  over  from  a  previous  life 
and  dominating  the  present  one;  and  this  is  shown  by  the  fact 
that  to  follow  it  is  not  the  act  of  a  deliberate  and  conscious  will, 
forcing  self  into  submission  and  giving  up  with  pain  something 
the  heart  desires,  but  the  following  it  is  a  joyous  springing  for¬ 
ward  along  the  easiest  path,  the  “sacrifice”  being  the  supremely 
attractive  thing,  not  to  make  which  would  be  to  deny  the  deep¬ 
est  longings  of  the  soul,  and  to  feel  oneself  polluted  and  dishon¬ 
oured.  And  it  is  here  that  the  misjudgment  comes  in  of  many 
generous  hearts  who  have  spoken  sometimes  lately  so  strongly  in 
my  praise.  For  the  efforts  to  serve  have  not  been  painful  acts  of 
self-denial,  but  the  yielding  to  an  overmastering  desire.  We  do 
not  praise  the  mother  who,  impelled  by  her  protecting  love,  feeds 
her  crying  infant  and  stills  its  wailings  at  her  breast;  rather  should 
we  blame  her  if  she  turned  aside  from  its  weeping  to  play  with 
some  toy.  And  so  with  all  those  whose  ears  are  opened  to  the 
wailings  of  the  great  orphan  Humanity;  they  are  less  to  be  praised 
for  helping  than  they  would  be  to  be  blamed  if  they  stood  aside. 

I  now  know  that  it  is  those  wailings  that  have  stirred  my  heart 
through  life,  and  that  I  brought  with  me  the  ears  open  to  hear 
them  from  previous  lives  of  service  paid  to  men.  It  was  those  lives 
that  drew  for  the  child  the  alluring  pictures  of  martyrdom, 
breathed  into  the  girl  the  passion  of  devotion,  sent  the  woman 
out  to  face  scoff  and  odium,  and  drove  her  finally  into  the 
Theosophy  that  rationalizes  sacrifice,  while  opening  up  possibil¬ 
ities  of  service  beside  which  all  other  hopes  grow  pale. 
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Forty-seven 

Out  of  Place:  A  Memoir  (1999)  by  Edward  W.  Said 
(l935-2°°3),  Palestinian' American  academic  and  writer 

In  1991 ,  when  Said  learned  that  he  was  dying  of  leukaemia,  he  decided 
to  write  down  the  story  of  his  childhood  and  coming  of  age.  The  book 
reveals  him  coming  to  terms  with  his  fractured  identity  as  a  Christian 
of  Palestinian  birth  who  is  also  an  American  citizen,  and  who  grew  up 
in  Lebanon,  Egypt,  and  the  United  States  speaking  Arabic,  French, 
and  English.  Said  settled  in  New  York  in  1963,  taking  up  a  position  at 
Columbia  University  as  a  professor  of  English  and  comparative  litera¬ 
ture.  He  became  a  prominent  spokesperson  for  the  Palestinian  cause, 
writing  on  a  wide  range  of  subjects,  including  literature,  politics,  his¬ 
tory,  music  and  philosophy.  He  died  in  New  York  in  2003. 

During  the  last  few  months  of  my  mother’s  life,  she  would  tell 
me  plaintively  and  frequently  about  the  misery  of  trying  to 
fall  asleep.  She  was  in  Washington,  I  in  New  York;  we  would 
speak  constantly,  see  each  other  about  once  a  month.  Her  can¬ 
cer  was  spreading,  I  knew.  She  refused  to  have  chemotherapy: 
“Ma  biddee  at  adthab,”  she  would  say,  “I  don’t  want  the  torture  of 
it.”  Years  later  I  was  to  have  four  wasting  years  of  it  with  no  suc¬ 
cess,  but  she  never  buckled,  never  gave  in  even  to  her  doctor’s 
importunings,  never  had  chemotherapy.  But  she  could  not  sleep 
at  night.  Sedatives,  sleeping  pills,  soothing  drinks,  the  counsel  of 
friends  and  relatives,  reading,  praying:  none,  she  said,  did  any 
good.  “Help  me  to  sleep,  Edward,”  she  once  said  to  me  with  a 
piteous  trembling  in  her  voice  that  I  can  still  hear  as  I  write.  But 
then  the  disease  spread  into  her  brain,  and  for  the  last  six  weeks 
she  slept  all  the  time.  Waiting  by  her  bed  for  her  to  awaken,  with 
my  sister  Grace,  was  for  me  the  most  anguished  and  paradoxical 
of  my  experiences  with  her. 

Now  I  have  divined  that  my  own  inability  to  sleep  may  be 
her  last  legacy  to  me,  a  counter  to  her  struggle  for  sleep.  For  me 
sleep  is  something  to  be  gotten  over  as  quickly  as  possible.  I  can 
only  go  to  bed  very  late,  but  I  am  up  literally  at  dawn.  Like  her 
I  don’t  possess  the  secret  of  long  sleep,  though  unlike  her  I  have 


328  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

reached  the  point  where  I  do  not  want  it.  For  me,  sleep  is  death, 
as  is  any  diminishment  in  awareness.  During  my  last  treat¬ 
ment — a  twelve-week  ordeal — I  was  most  upset  by  the  drugs  I 
was  given  to  ward  off  fever  and  shaking  chills,  and  manifestly 
upset  by  the  induced  somnolence,  the  sense  of  being  infan- 
tilized,  the  helplessness  that  many  years  ago  I  had  conceded  as 
that  of  a  child  to  my  mother  and,  differently,  to  my  father.  I 
fought  the  medical  soporifics  bitterly,  as  if  my  identity  depended 
on  that  resistance  even  to  my  doctor’s  advice. 

Sleeplessness  for  me  is  a  cherished  state  to  be  desired  at 
almost  any  cost;  there  is  nothing  for  me  as  invigorating  as 
immediately  shedding  the  shadowy  half-consciousness  of  a 
night’s  loss,  than  the  early  morning,  re- acquainting  myself  with 
or  resuming  what  I  might  have  lost  completely  a  few  hours  ear¬ 
lier.  I  occasionally  experience  myself  as  a  cluster  of  flowing  cur¬ 
rents.  I  prefer  this  to  the  idea  of  a  solid  self,  the  identity  to 
which  so  many  attach  so  much  significance.  These  currents, 
like  the  themes  of  one’s  life,  flow  along  during  the  waking 
hours,  and  at  their  best,  they  require  no  reconciling,  no  har¬ 
monizing.  They  are  “off”  and  may  be  out  of  place,  but  at  least 
they  are  always  in  motion,  in  time,  in  place,  in  the  form  of  all 
kinds  of  strange  combinations  moving  about,  not  necessarily 
forward,  sometimes  against  each  other,  contrapuntally  yet 
without  one  central  theme.  A  form  of  freedom,  I’d  like  to 
think,  even  if  I  am  far  from  being  totally  convinced  that  it  is. 
That  skepticism  too  is  one  of  the  themes  I  particularly  want  to 
hold  on  to.  With  so  many  dissonances  in  my  life  I  have  learned 
actually  to  prefer  being  not  quite  right  and  out  of  place. 

“Of  Presumption”  (1580)  by  Michel  De  Montaigne 
(I533_I592)>  French  essayist  and  philosopher 

Montaigne’s  essays  are  amongst  the  masterworks  of  Renaissance  litera¬ 
ture.  Whether  writing  on  matters  of  moral  virtue  or  his  physiology,  the 
author  revels  in  his  subjectivity,  allowing  his  essays  to  echo  the  rhythms 
of  thought  itself,  often  at  the  expense  of  the  efficacy  of  his  arguments. 
Born  in  Perigord,  France,  Montaigne  studied  philosophy  before  serving 
in  the  courts  of  Bordeaux.  When  he  inherited  the  family  estate  on  the 
death  of  his  father  in  1568,  he  retreated  there,  beginning  to  write  his 
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essays.  Shortly  after  the  publication  of  his  first  book,  Montaigne  was 
elected  Mayor  of  Bordeaux,  as  was  his  father  before  him.  He  continued 
work  on  the  essays,  revising  them  and  perfecting  them  many  times 
before  their  publication. 

I  have,  as  to  the  rest,  a  strong  and  thickset  body;  a  face,  not  fat, 
but  full;  a  temperament  between  jovial  and  melancholy,  mod¬ 
erately  sanguine  and  hot, 

Whence  ’t is  my  thighs  so  rough  and  bristled  are, 

And  that  my  breast  is  so  thick  set  with  hair;  [Martial] 

vigorous  and  lively  health,  rarely  troubled  by  ailments  until 
well  on  in  years.  Such  I  was,  for  I  am  not  considering  myself  at 
this  moment  when  I  am  moving  along  the  avenues  of  old  age, 
having  long  since  passed  forty: 

By  small  degrees  old  age  breaks  down  their  strength 
And  their  full  vigor,  and  dissolves  into  decay.  [Lucretius] 

What  I  shall  be  from  this  time  forward  will  be  but  a  half  being,  it 
will  no  longer  be  myself.  I  escape  and  steal  away  from  myself  every 
day, 


The  parting  years  steal  all  things  from  us  one  by  one. 

[Horace] 

Dexterity  and  agility  I  have  never  had,  and  yet  I  am  the  son 
of  a  very  nimble  father  whose  sprightliness  lasted  until  his 
extreme  old  age.  He  found  hardly  a  man  of  his  condition  who 
was  equal  in  bodily  exercises;  just  as  I  have  found  hardly  any 
who  have  not  excelled  me,  except  in  running,  at  which  I  was 
fair.  In  music,  either  vocal,  for  which  my  voice  is  very  unfit,  or 
instrumental,  they  could  never  teach  me  anything.  In  dancing, 
tennis,  or  wrestling  I  have  been  able  to  acquire  only  very  slight 
and  ordinary  ability;  in  swimming,  fencing,  vaulting,  and  jump¬ 
ing,  none  at  all.  My  hands  are  so  clumsy  that  I  cannot  even 
write  legibly  enough  for  myself;  so  that  I  had  rather  do  over 
what  I  have  scribbled  than  give  myself  the  trouble  to  untangle 
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it.  And  I  do  not  read  much  better.  I  feel  that  I  weigh  on  my  lis¬ 
teners.  Otherwise,  a  good  scholar.  I  cannot  properly  fold  up  a 
letter,  nor  could  I  ever  cut  a  pen,  nor  carve  at  table  worth  a 
hang,  nor  saddle  a  horse,  nor  carry  a  bird  correctly  and  let  it  fly, 
nor  talk  to  dogs,  birds,  or  horses. 

In  fine,  my  bodily  qualities  agree  very  closely  with  those  of 
my  soul.  There  is  no  sprightliness;  there  is  only  a  full  and  firm 
vigor.  I  hold  out  well  under  hard  work,  but  it  is  only  if  I  go  vol¬ 
untarily  to  it,  and  as  much  as  my  desire  guides  me  to  it, 

Excitement  gently  lightening  the  irksome  toil.  [Horace] 

Otherwise,  if  I  am  not  allured  with  some  pleasure,  and  I  have  a 
different  guide  than  my  own  pure  free  will,  I  am  good  for  noth¬ 
ing.  For  I  have  reached  the  point  where,  except  for  health  and 
life,  there  is  nothing  for  which  I  would  bite  my  nails  and  that  I 
would  purchase  at  the  price  of  torment  of  mind  and  constraint, 

May  all  the  sands  of  shady  Tagus  and  the  gold 
It  rolls  into  the  sea  be  not  that  dear  to  me:  [Juvenal] 

extremely  idle,  extremely  independent,  both  by  nature  and  by 
art.  I  would  as  willingly  lend  a  man  my  blood  as  my  pains. 

I  have  a  soul  all  its  own,  accustomed  to  guide  itself  in  its 
own  fashion.  Having  hitherto  never  had  either  master  or  gov¬ 
ernor  imposed  upon  me,  I  have  gone  as  far  as  I  pleased  and  at 
my  own  pace.  This  has  made  me  soft  and  useless  for  the  service 
of  others  and  no  use  to  anyone  but  myself.  And  for  my  sake 
there  was  no  need  of  forcing  this  heavy,  lazy,  and  do-nothing 
disposition.  For  having  enjoyed  from  birth  such  a  degree  of  for¬ 
tune  that  I  had  reason  to  be  contented  with  it,  and  as  much 
sense  as  I  felt  I  had  occasion  for,  I  have  sought  nothing,  and  I 
have  also  acquired  nothing: 

I  am  not  wafted  by  the  swelling  gales 
Of  winds  propitious,  with  expanded  sails, 

Nor  do  I  guide  my  life  “mid  adverse  gales; 

In  strength,  wit,  beauty,  virtue,  place,  and  wealth, 

I’m  last  among  the  first,  and  first  among  the  last.  [Horace] 
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I  have  had  need  only  of  sufficiency  to  content  myself,  which, 
nevertheless,  is  a  well-ordered  state  of  mind,  to  take  it  right, 
equally  difficult  in  every  sort  of  human  lot,  and  that  we  see  by 
experience  even  more  easily  found  in  want  than  in  abundance; 
perhaps  because,  as  with  our  other  passions,  the  hunger  for  riches 
is  sharpened  more  by  their  use  than  by  the  lack  of  them,  and 
because  the  virtue  of  moderation  is  more  rare  than  that  of 
patience.  And  I  have  never  had  need  of  anything  but  pleasantly 
to  enjoy  the  good  things  that  God  in  His  bounty  had  put  into  my 
hands.  I  have  never  tasted  of  any  kind  of  tedious  work.  I  have 
had  hardly  anything  to  handle  except  my  own  affairs;  or,  if  I 
have,  it  has  been  on  condition  of  handling  them  at  my  own 
times  and  in  my  own  way,  committed  to  my  trust  by  people  who 
trusted  me,  who  knew  me,  and  who  did  not  press  me.  For  experts 
get  some  service  out  of  even  a  restive  and  broken-winded  horse. 

Even  my  childhood  was  guided  in  a  free  and  gentle  manner 
and  exempt  from  any  rigorous  subjection.  All  this  has  shaped  in 
me  a  delicate  disposition,  incapable  of  enduring  cares;  to  such  a 
degree  that  I  like  to  have  my  losses  and  the  disorders  that  concern 
me  concealed  from  me.  I  put  down  to  the  account  of  my  expenses 
what  it  costs  me  to  nourish  and  maintain  my  nonchalance, 

Those  things  of  course,  superfluous,  which  pass 

The  master  unperceived  and  profit  thieves.  [Horace] 

I  prefer  not  to  know  the  count  of  what  I  have  in  order  to  feel 
my  loss  less  exactly.  I  entreat  those  who  live  with  me,  when 
they  lack  affection  for  me  and  honest  dealing,  to  deceive  me 
and  pay  me  with  decent  appearances.  For  want  of  firmness 
enough  to  support  the  annoyance  of  the  adverse  accidents  to 
which  we  are  subject,  and  from  being  unable  to  keep  up  the 
strain  of  regulating  and  managing  my  affairs,  I  foster  all  I  can  in 
myself  this  idea,  while  abandoning  myself  to  fortune,  of  expect¬ 
ing  the  worst  in  all  things  and  resolving  to  bear  that  worst 
mildly  and  patiently.  It  is  for  that  alone  that  I  labor,  and  it  is 
the  goal  to  which  I  direct  all  my  meditation. 

In  a  danger  I  do  not  so  much  consider  how  I  shall  escape  it 
as  of  how  little  importance  it  is  whether  I  escape  it.  Even  if  I 
should  be  left  on  the  spot,  what  would  it  matter?  Not  being  able 
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to  govern  events,  I  govern  myself,  and  I  adapt  myself  to  them 
if  they  do  not  adapt  themselves  to  me.  I  have  hardly  enough 
skill  to  be  able  to  evade  Fortune  and  to  escape  from  her  or  to 
force  her,  and  by  prudence  to  direct  and  conduct  things  to  my 
own  purpose.  I  have  still  less  patience  to  stand  the  harsh  and 
painful  care  that  it  requires.  And  the  most  painful  situation  for 
me  is  to  be  in  suspense  about  urgent  matters  and  to  be  agitated 
between  hope  and  fear.  Deliberation,  even  in  things  of  lightest 
moment,  is  very  troublesome  to  me;  and  I  find  my  mind  more 
put  to  it  to  stand  the  varied  agitation  and  shocks  of  doubt  and 
deliberation  than  to  settle  down  and  acquiesce  to  any  course 
whatever  after  the  die  is  thrown.  Few  passions  have  troubled 
my  sleep,  but  as  for  deliberations,  the  slightest  one  troubles  it. 
Just  as  in  roads  I  preferably  avoid  the  sloping  and  slippery  sides 
and  take  to  the  beaten  track,  however  muddy  and  boggy,  where 
I  can  fall  no  lower,  and  there  seek  my  safety;  so  do  I  like  pure 
misfortunes  which  do  not  torment  and  harass  me  any  more, 
after  the  uncertainty  about  setting  them  right  has  passed,  and 
which  at  the  first  leap  plunge  me  directly  into  suffering: 

Uncertain  ills  torment  us  most.  [Seneca] 

When  actions  are  taking  place,  I  carry  myself  like  a  man;  in 
their  conduct,  like  a  child.  The  fear  of  the  fall  gives  me  a 
greater  fever  than  the  fall.  The  game  is  not  worth  the  candle. 
The  covetous  man  suffers  more  from  his  passion  than  the  poor 
man,  and  the  jealous  man  [more]  than  the  cuckold.  And  often 
there  is  less  harm  in  losing  your  vineyard  than  in  going  to  law 
about  it.  The  lowest  step  is  the  firmest.  It  is  the  seat  of  con¬ 
stancy.  There  you  have  need  only  of  yourself.  It  is  there 
founded  and  leans  wholly  upon  itself. 

The  Magic  Lantern  (1987)  by  Ingmar  Bergman  (1918-), 

Swedish  film  and  theatre  director 

See  description  on  page  eighty-four. 

During  the  1960s,  Charlie  Chaplin  was  on  a  visit  to 
Stockholm  to  publicize  his  recent  autobiography.  Lasse 
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Bergstrom,  his  publisher,  asked  me  if  I  would  like  to  meet  the 
great  man  at  the  Grand  Hotel,  and  indeed  I  would.  One  morn¬ 
ing  at  ten  o’clock,  we  knocked  on  the  door,  and  it  was  immedi¬ 
ately  opened  by  Chaplin  himself,  impeccably  dressed  in  a  dark 
well-tailored  suit,  the  Legion  of  Honour’s  little  button  in  his 
lapel.  That  hoarse  multi-toned  voice  politely  welcomed  us,  and 
his  wife,  Oona,  and  two  young  daughters,  as  lovely  as  gazelles, 
came  out  of  an  inner  room. 

We  at  once  started  talking  about  his  book.  I  asked  him 
when  he  had  found  out  for  the  first  time  that  he  caused  laugh¬ 
ter,  that  people  laughed  at  him  in  particular.  He  nodded  eagerly 
and  willingly  told  me. 

He  had  been  employed  by  Keystone  in  a  group  of  artists 
who  went  under  the  name  of  the  Keystone  Kops.  They  did  haz¬ 
ardous  numbers  before  a  static  camera,  like  a  variety  show  on  a 
stage.  One  day  they  were  told  to  chase  a  huge  bearded  villain 
who  was  made-up  white.  It  was,  you  might  say,  a  routine  assign¬ 
ment. 

After  a  great  deal  of  running  and  falling  about,  by  the  after¬ 
noon  they  had  managed  to  catch  the  villain  and  he  was  seated 
on  the  ground  surrounded  by  policemen  hitting  him  on  the 
head  with  their  truncheons.  Chaplin  had  the  idea  of  not  bang¬ 
ing  repeatedly  with  his  truncheon  as  he  had  been  told.  Instead 
he  made  sure  he  was  in  a  visible  place  in  the  circle.  There  he 
spent  a  long  time  carefully  aiming  his  truncheon.  He  started  on 
the  penultimate  blow  several  times,  but  always  stopped  at  the 
last  moment.  When,  gradually  and  after  careful  preparation,  he 
let  the  blow  fall,  he  missed  and  fell  over.  The  film  was  shown 
at  a  Nickelodeon.  He  went  to  see  the  result. 

The  movie  audience,  seeing  the  blow  miss  its  target, 
laughed  for  the  first  time  at  Charlie  Chaplin. 
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Forty-eight  c^> 

“Self-Portrait”  (1972)  by  Truman  Capote  (1924-1984), 
American  writer 

In  his  “Self-Portrait,”  Capote  interviews  a  major  American  literary 
celebrity — namely,  himself.  The  interview,  included  in  a  collection  of 
Capote’s  incidental  pieces  entitled  The  Dogs  Bark:  Public  People  & 
Private  Places  (1973),  is  an  amusing  back  and  forth  between  author 
and  author.  Towards  the  end  of  the  essay,  Capote  vividly  imagines  his 
life  flashing  before  him,  including  scenes  from  his  childhood  in 
Alabama,  his  early  years  in  New  York  when  he  was  beginning  his 
career  as  a  writer,  and  of  a  “young  man  with  black  cow-licked  hair.” 
This  was  Perry  Smith,  the  real-life  murderer  of  Capote’s  ground  break¬ 
ing  non-fiction  novel,  In  Cold  Blood  (1966). 

Q:  Suppose  you  were  drowning.  What  images,  in  the  classic 
tradition,  do  you  envision  rolling  across  you  mind? 

A:  A  hot  Alabama  day  in,  oh,  1932,  so  I  must  be  eight,  and 
I  am  in  a  vegetable  garden  humming  with  bees  and  heat  waves, 
and  I  am  picking  and  putting  into  a  basket  turnips  and  slushy 
scarlet  tomatoes.  Then  I  am  running  through  pine  and  honey¬ 
suckle  woods  toward  a  deep  cool  creek,  where  I  bathe  and  wash 
the  turnips,  the  tomatoes.  Birds,  bird-music,  leaf-light,  the 
stringent  taste  of  raw  turnip  on  my  tongue:  pleasures  everlast¬ 
ing,  hallelujah.  Not  far  away  a  snake,  a  cotton-mouth  moc¬ 
casin,  writhes,  ripples  across  the  water;  I’m  not  afraid  of  it. 

Ten  years  later.  New  York.  A  wartime  jazz  joint  on  West 
52nd  Street.  The  Famous  Door.  Featuring  my  most  beloved 
American  singer — then,  now,  forever:  Miss  Billie  Holiday.  Lady 
Day.  Billie,  an  orchid  in  her  hair,  her  drug-dimmed  eyes  shifting 
in  the  cheap  lavender  light,  her  mouth  twisting  out  the  words: 
“Good  momin’,  Heartache — You’re  here  again  to  stay — ” 

June,  1947.  Paris.  Having  a  fine  I’eau  at  a  sidewalk  cafe  with 
Albert  Camus,  who  tells  me  I  must  learn  to  be  less  sensitive  to 
criticism.  (Ah!  if  he  could  have  lived  to  see  me  now.) 

Standing  at  the  window  of  a  pension  on  a  Mediterranean 
island  watching  the  afternoon  passenger  boat  arrive  from  the 
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mainland.  Suddenly,  there  on  the  wharf  carrying  a  suitcase  is 
someone  I  know.  Very  well.  Someone  who  had  said  goodbye  to 
me,  in  what  I  took  to  be  final  tones,  not  many  days  prior. 
Someone  who  had  apparently  had  a  change  of  mind.  So:  is  it 
the  real  turtle  soup? — or  only  the  mock?  Or  is  it  at  long  last 
love?  (It  was.) 

A  young  man  with  black  cowlicked  hair.  He  is  wearing  a 
leather  harness  that  keeps  his  arms  strapped  to  his  sides.  He  is 
trembling;  but  he  is  speaking  to  me,  smiling.  All  I  can  hear  is  the 
roar  of  blood  in  my  ears.  Twenty  minutes  later  he  is  dead,  hang¬ 
ing  from  the  end  of  a  rope. 

Two  years  later.  Driving  down  from  the  April  snows  of  the 
Alps  into  the  valleys  of  an  Italian  spring. 

Visiting,  at  Pere  Lachaise  in  Paris,  the  grave  of  Oscar 
Wilde — overshadowed  by  Epstein”s  rather  awkward  rendition 
of  an  angel;  I  don’t  think  Oscar  would  have  cared  for  it  much. 

Paris,  January,  1966.  The  Ritz.  An  unusual  friend  comes  to 
call,  bringing  as  gifts  masses  of  white  lilac  and  a  baby  owl  in  a 
cage.  The  owl,  it  seems,  must  be  fed  live  mice.  A  waiter  at  the 
Ritz  very  kindly  sent  it  to  live  with  his  farm-family  in 
Provence. 

Oh,  but  now  the  mental  slides  are  moving  very  fast.  The 
waves  are  closing  over.  Picking  apples  on  an  autumn  afternoon. 
Nursing  to  life  a  bulldog  puppy  ill-to-death  with  distemper.  And 
she  lives.  A  garden  in  the  California  desert.  The  surf-sound  of 
wind  in  the  palm  trees.  A  face,  close  by.  Is  it  the  Taj  Mahal  I  see? 
Or  merely  Asbury  Park?  Or  is  it  at  long  last  love?  (It  wasn’t — 
God  no,  was  it  ever  not.) 

Suddenly,  everything  is  again  spinning  backward;  my  friend 
Miss  Faulk  is  making  a  scrap-quilt,  the  design  is  of  roses  and 
grapes,  and  now  she  is  drawing  the  quilt  up  to  my  chin.  There  is 
a  kerosene  lamp  by  the  bed;  she  wishes  me  happy  birthday,  and 
blows  out  the  light. 

And  at  midnight  when  the  church-bell  chimes  I’m  eight. 

Once  more,  the  creek.  The  taste  of  raw  turnip  on  my  tongue, 
the  flow  of  summer  water  embracing  my  nakedness.  And  there, 
just  there,  swiveling,  tangoing  on  the  sun-dappled  surface,  the 
exquisitely  limber  and  lethal  cottonmouth  moccasin.  But  I’m  not 
afraid;  am  I? 
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Forty-nine  c$° 

“My  Confession”  (1884)  by  Leo  Tolstoy  (1828-1910), 
Russian  writer 

When  Tolstoy  was  almost  fifty,  the  great  novelist  suffered  a  mid-life 
crisis  that  left  him  so  depressed  he  contemplated  suicide.  In  the  auto¬ 
biographical  essay  “My  Confession,”  completed  in  1881,  Tolstoy 
describes  this  period  of  despair  and  also  justifies  the  life  changes  he 
made  in  its  aftermath.  From  this  point  onwards  he  resolved  to  hold 
himself  to  the  highest  standards  of  asceticism,  attempting  to  give  away 
his  fortune,  and  to  give  up  fiction-writing.  Tolstoy’s  new  way  of  life 
mostly  served  to  alienate  him  from  his  readers,  and  to  create  a  rift  with 
his  long-suffering  wife.  Family  conflicts  eventually  inspired  him  to 
leave  his  home  at  the  age  of  eighty-two.  He  died  a  week  later  of  pneu¬ 
monia,  at  the  remote  Russian  railway  station  of  Astapovo. 

My  life  had  come  to  a  sudden  stop.  I  was  able  to  breathe,  to 
eat,  to  drink,  to  sleep.  I  could  not,  indeed,  help  doing  so; 
but  there  was  no  real  life  in  me.  I  had  not  a  single  wish  to  strive 
for  the  fulfilment  of  what  I  could  feel  to  be  reasonable.  If  I  wished 
for  anything,  I  knew  beforehand  that,  were  I  to  satisfy  the  wish, 
nothing  would  come  of  it;  I  should  still  be  dissatisfied.  Had  a  fairy 
appeared  and  offered  me  all  I  desired,  I  should  not  have  known 
what  to  say.  If  I  seemed  to  have,  at  a  given  moment  of  excite¬ 
ment,  not  a  wish,  but  a  mood  resulting  from  the  tendencies  of 
former  wishes,  at  a  calmer  moment  I  knew  that  it  was  a  delusion, 
that  I  really  wished  for  nothing.  I  could  not  even  wish  to  know 
the  truth,  because  I  guessed  what  the  truth  was. 

The  truth  lay  in  this — that  life  had  no  meaning  for  me.  Every 
day  of  life,  every  step  in  it,  brought  me  nearer  the  edge  of  a 
precipice,  whence  I  saw  clearly  the  final  ruin  before  me.  To  stop, 
to  go  back,  were  alike  impossible;  nor  could  I  shut  my  eyes  so  as 
not  to  see  the  suffering  that  alone  awaited  me,  the  death  of  all  in 
me,  even  to  annihilation.  Thus  I,  a  healthy  and  happy  man,  was 
brought  to  feel  that  I  could  live  no  longer,  that  an  inesistible 
force  was  dragging  me  down  into  the  grave.  I  do  not  mean  that  I 
had  an  intention  of  committing  suicide.  The  force  that  drew  me 
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away  from  life  was  stronger,  fuller,  and  concerned  with  far  wider 
consequences  than  any  mere  wish;  it  was  a  force  like  that  of  my 
previous  attachment  to  life,  only  in  a  contrary  direction.  The 
idea  of  suicide  came  as  naturally  to  me  as  formerly  that  of  bet¬ 
tering  my  life.  It  had  so  much  attraction  for  me  that  I  was  com¬ 
pelled  to  practise  a  species  of  self-deception,  in  order  to  avoid 
carrying  it  out  too  hastily.  I  was  unwilling  to  act  hastily,  only 
because  I  had  determined  first  to  clear  away  the  confusion  of  my 
thoughts,  and,  that  once  done,  I  could  always  kill  myself.  I  was 
happy,  yet  I  hid  away  a  cord,  to  avoid  being  tempted  to  hang 
myself  by  it  to  one  of  the  pegs  between  the  cupboards  of  my 
study,  where  I  undressed  alone  every  evening,  and  ceased  carry¬ 
ing  a  gun  because  it  offered  me  too  easy  a  way  of  getting  rid  of 
life.  I  knew  not  what  I  wanted;  I  was  afraid  of  life;  I  shrank  from 
it,  and  yet  there  was  something  I  hoped  far  from  it. 

Such  was  the  condition  I  had  come  to,  at  a  time  when  all 
the  circumstances  of  my  life  were  pre-eminently  happy  ones, 
and  when  I  had  not  reached  my  fiftieth  year.  I  had  a  good,  a 
loving,  and  a  well-beloved  wife,  good  children,  a  fine  estate, 
which,  without  much  trouble  on  my  part,  continually  increased 
in  my  income;  I  was  more  than  ever  respected  by  my  friends 
and  aquaintances;  I  was  praised  by  strangers,  and  could  lay 
claim  to  having  made  my  name  famous  without  much  self- 
deception.  Moreover,  my  mind  was  neither  deranged  nor  weak¬ 
ened;  on  the  contrary,  I  enjoyed  a  mental  and  physical  strength 
which  I  have  seldom  found  in  men  of  my  class  and  pursuits;  I 
could  keep  up  with  a  peasant  in  mowing,  and  could  continue 
mental  labour  for  ten  hours  at  a  stretch,  without  any  evil  con¬ 
sequences. 

The  mental  state  in  which  I  then  was  seemed  to  me 
summed  up  in  the  following:  my  life  was  a  foolish  and  wicked 
joke  played  upon  me  by  I  knew  not  whom. 

Memoirs  of  an  Egotist  (1892)  by  Stendhal  (1783-1842), 

French  writer 


When  Stendhal  began  to  write  his  memoirs  in  1832,  he  had  recently 
published  his  most  famous  novel,  The  Red  and  the  Black  (1830),  and  was 
serving  as  a  French  consul  in  Cittavechia,  in  the  Papal  States  (now 
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Italy).  Sadly,  Stendhal  abandoned  his  memoir  only  two  weeks  of  work. 
The  unfinished  manuscript,  unpublished  until  after  his  death,  forms  a 
lively  if  irregular  portrait  of  the  man,  his  many  love  affairs  and  intrigues, 
as  well  as  offering  a  glimpse  into  the  glittering  Paris  of  the  1820s,  where 
Stendhal  lived  and  worked  as  a  young  man.  The  memoir  also  sees  the 
introduction  of  the  word  egotisme  into  the  French  language. 

What  kind  of  man  am  I?  Do  I  have  good  sense?  Do  I  have 
good  sense  with  great  depth?  Do  I  have  remarkable  wit? 

In  truth,  I  have  absolutely  no  idea.  With  everything  that  hap¬ 
pens  to  me  from  day  to  day,  I  rarely  think  about  these  funda¬ 
mental  questions,  and  so  my  judgments  change  like  my  mood. 
My  judgments  are  only  throwaway  remarks. 

Let  us  see  if — in  conducting  my  examination  of  my  con¬ 
science,  my  pen  in  my  hand — I  will  arrive  at  something  positive 
that  holds  true  for  a  bug  time  for  me.  What  will  I  think  about 
what  I  decide  to  write  when  I  re-read  it  in  1835,  if  I  live?  Will 
it  be  the  same  as  with  my  published  works?  I  have  a  deep  sense 
of  sadness  when,  for  want  of  another  book,  I  re-read  them. 

For  the  month  that  I  have  been  thinking  about  it,  I  feel  a 
real  repugnance  towards  writing  only  on  the  subject  of 
myself — the  number  of  my  shirts,  the  buffeting  of  my  self¬ 
esteem.  What’s  more,  I  am  a  long  way  from  France;  I  have  read 
every  book  that  has  reached  this  country  [Italy].  The  whole 
inclination  of  my  heart  was  to  write  a  fictional  book  about  a 
love  affair  which  took  place  in  Dresden  in  August  1813,  in  a 
house  next  door  to  mine,  but  the  minor  duties  of  my  job  inter¬ 
rupt  me  fairly  often,  or,  more  accurately,  I  can  never  be  certain, 
when  taking  up  pen  and  paper,  of  spending  an  hour  without 
being  interrupted.  This  little  inconvenience  completely  damp¬ 
ens  my  imagination.  When  I  pick  up  my  fiction,  I  am  disgusted 
by  what  I  was  thinking.  To  which  a  wise  man  will  reply  that 
one  has  to  overcome  one’s  self.  I  will  reply:  it  is  too  late,  I  am 
forty  something  years  old;  after  so  many  adventures  it  is  time  to 
dream  of  rounding  off  my  life,  as  best  I  can. 

My  principal  objection  to  doing  this  was  not  the  vanity  that 
there  is  writing  about  one’s  life.  A  book  on  such  a  subject  is  like 
any  other;  you  forget  it  quickly,  if  it  is  boring.  I  was  concerned 
about  deflowering  those  happy  moments  I  have  encountered, 
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by  describing  them,  by  anatomizing  them.  This  is  what  I  will 
not  do;  I  will  pass  over  the  happy  times. 

The  poetic  genius  is  dead,  but  the  genius  of  suspicion  has 
arrived  in  the  world.  I  am  profoundly  convinced  that  the  only 
antidote  that  will  allow  the  reader  to  forget  the  author’s  eternal 
I’s,  is  a  perfect  sincerity. 

Will  I  have  the  courage  to  relate  humiliating  aspects  with¬ 
out  endlessly  excusing  them  in  prefaces?  I  hope  so. 

An  Orderly  Man  (1983)  by  Dirk  Bogarde  (1921-1999), 
English  actor  and  writer 

The  third  volume  of  Bogarde’s  memoirs  takes  up  at  the  conclusion  of  the 
filming  of  Luchino  Visconti’s  Death  in  Venice  (1971)  in  which  the  actor 
starred.  On  the  verge  of  turning  fifty,  Bogarde  decided  to  retreat  from  the 
acting  world  after  three  decades  of  almost  continual  work,  buying  a 
dilapidated  farmhouse  in  the  South  of  France.  An  Orderly  Man  follows 
his  progress  as  he  struggles  to  rescue  the  house  and  land  from  years  of 
neglect.  Bogarde  produced  seven  volumes  of  autobiography,  six  novels, 
as  well  as  publishing  collections  of  his  journalism  and  letters.  He 
appeared  in  over  sixty  features  during  his  lifetime,  continuing  to  act  and 
write  into  his  seventies. 

And  then,  quite  suddenly,  as  happens  in  this  oddest  of  cli¬ 
mates,  it  was  spring.  Almost  overnight  the  whole  area  was 
clothed  in  tender  green  and  starred  about  with  a  million  wild 
anemones:  hazed  here  and  there  with  long  drifts  of  grape 
hyacinths  and  violets,  and  a  willow  which  I  had  planted  by  the 
pond  hung  golden  in  the  still  air;  broom  and  bramble  were  in 
bud,  and  I  bought  a  small  plastic  bag  of  goldfish  from  the  local 
Monoprix  and  set  them  free  to  swim  among  my  Salvator  Rosa 
rocks,  and  awoke  one  brilliant  morning  to  find  that  I  had 
reached  my  half-century. 

I  was  fifty. 

I  was  not  particularly  surprised  by  this  event:  after  all  I  had 
been  expecting  it  for  a  number  of  years.  Now  that  the  moment 
had  arrived  it  didn’t  seem  to  me  that  any  fearful  metamorpho¬ 
sis  had  taken  place  overnight.  My  hair  had  not  instantly  gone 
white:  I  was  still  able  to  hold  my  razor  unassisted,  the  lines  and 
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bags  scattered  about  my  face  had  been  with  me  for  some  time 
now,  and  were  familiar:  and  even  though  the  face  which  peered 
back  at  me  from  the  steam-misted  mirror  was,  without  any 
doubt,  that  of  a  middle-aged  man,  the  innermost  heart,  I  knew, 
was  still  unnervingly  that  of  a  mildly  retarded  sixteen-year-old. 

So  much  for  being  fifty. 

Forwood  called  up  from  the  terrace.  “Marie  says  it’s  mince, 
sprouts  and  mashed  for  lunch.  Or  would  you  rather  go  out 
somewhere?  You  won’t  be  fifty  again.” 

So  to  the  Colombe  d’Or,  lunch  in  the  sun  under  the  bud¬ 
ding  fig  tree  with  Vivienne  and  Paddy  Glenavy  (Patrick 
Campbell),  the  former  a  very  old  friend  from  the  early  Ealing 
Studios  days  and  now  happily  re-discovered  as  a  close  neigh¬ 
bour,  Simone  Signoret  and  Yves  Montand  and,  later,  James 
Baldwin,  who  very  sensibly  suggested  champagne  for  such  a 
rare  occasion. 

A  perfectly  balanced  table,  a  perfectly  pleasant  way  of  eas¬ 
ing  into  one’s  second  half.  No  standards  had  been  lowered. 

How  to  Become  A  Virgin  (1981)  by  Quentin  Crisp 
(1908-1999),  English  writer  and  performer 

Thirteen  years  after  the  publication  of  his  autobiography,  The  Naked 
Civil  Servant  (1968),  Crisp  published  a  second  volume,  How  to  Become 
A  Virgin.  In  it,  he  describes  the  chain  of  circumstances  that  led  him 
to  write  his  first  book  and  the  effects  of  his  subsequent  fame.  Thanks 
to  the  success  of  The  Naked  Civil  Servant,  Crisp  was  able  to  move  to 
New  York  in  1981,  the  city  he  adopted  and  adored.  He  lived  in 
Manhattan,  writing  and  performing  until  his  death  in  1999  at  the  age 
of  ninety,  while  on  tour  in  England  with  his  one-man  show,  An 
Evening  With  Quentin  Crisp. 

I  am  not  a  drop-out;  I  was  never  in.  I  have  not  spent  my  life 
hacking  my  way  through  the  constraints  of  a  bourgeois  exis¬ 
tence.  I  was  always  free — appallingly  free.  For  my  first  fifty  years 
I  was  like  someone  standing  alone  in  a  landscape  which  led  to 
infinite  possibilities  in  all  directions  but  in  which  there  was  an 
arena  surrounded  by  an  insurmountable  wall.  Over  this  floated 
shouts  and  cheers  provoked  by  an  Olympiad  from  which  I  keenly 
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felt  my  exclusion  both  as  spectator  and  player.  In  England  this 
perpetual  tournament  has  no  name;  Americans  call  it  “the  big 
time.” 

These  games  are  incapable  of  sharper  definition  than  this 
because  their  rules  are  rearranged  by  each  person  who  goes  on 
to  the  field  and  the  rewards  of  victory  are  not  entirely  measur¬ 
able — not  wholly  of  this  world. 

If  you  beat  your  head  against  this  high  wall  or,  indeed, 
against  any  wall,  after  a  while  it  will  crumble  but  such  a  course 
of  action  requires  at  least  a  positive  temperament.  This,  if  I 
ever  had  it,  I  lost  in  childhood.  At  a  time  when  my  two  broth¬ 
ers  aspired  to  be  splendid  icons  of  manliness  such  as  firemen  or 
ships’  captains,  all  I  wanted  was  to  be  a  chronic  invalid.  For  this 
vocation  I  had  a  certain  flair.  Unfortunately  my  parents 
decided  that,  as  a  career,  it  would  prove  too  expensive.  Now  I 
could  obtain  a  grant  but  then  I  was  forced  to  strike  out  of  my 
heart  all  hope  of  becoming  a  kinky  Mrs.  Browning.  Even  so, 
nothing  that  has  happened  to  me  since  that  unhappy  time  has 
been  the  result  of  healthy,  vigorous  action  on  my  part.  I  have 
always  proceeded  cautiously.  However,  even  if  you  only  lean 
limply  against  a  wall  and  you  happen  to  live  a  very  long  time, 
gradually  it  will  begin  to  give  way. 

Story  of  My  Life  (1854-1855)  by  George  Sand 
(1804-1876),  French  writer 

“The  actual  details  of  each  human  existence  are  like  brush  strokes  on  the 
larger  picture  of  the  collective  life,”  Sand  wrote  in  the  first  volume  of  her 
five-volume  autobiography,  which  charts  France’s  course  from  the 
Revolution  and  Napoleonic  era  onwards.  After  it  first  appeared  in  1854 
and  1855,  Story  of  My  Life  remained  out  of  print  in  France  for  almost  a  cen¬ 
tury — it  was  never  popular,  disappointing  readers  with  its  failure  to  men¬ 
tion  intimate  details  of  Sand’s  love  affairs  with  the  composer  Frederick 
Chopin,  amongst  others.  The  book  was  reprinted  in  France  in  1970  and 
the  first  full-length  translation  in  English  did  not  appear  until  1991. 

It  is  quite  natural  that,  having  lived  for  half  a  century,  a  person 
should  see  herself  deprived  of  a  number  of  those  she  has  held 
close  to  her  heart;  but  we  are  living  through  an  age  in  which  vio- 
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lent,  moral  shocks  have  jolted  us  all  and  left  every  family  in 
mourning.  For  the  past  few  years  in  particular,  revolutions,  which 
spark  dreadful  days  of  civil  war,  which  weaken  vested  interests 
and  rouse  passions,  which  seem  fatally  to  call  down  great  epi¬ 
demics  after  the  crises  of  anger  and  suffering,  after  the  proscrip¬ 
tions  of  some,  the  tears  or  terror  of  others,  revolutions  which 
bring  forth  great  wars,  and  which,  as  they  follow  one  another, 
destroy  the  souls  of  some  and  harvest  the  lives  of  others,  have 
driven  one  half  of  France  into  mourning  for  the  other. 

For  my  part,  it  is  no  longer  by  the  dozens  but  by  the  hun¬ 
dreds  that  I  count  the  bitter  losses  I  have  experienced  these 
past  years.  My  heart  is  a  cemetery,  and  if  I  do  not  feel  myself 
dragged  into  the  tomb  that  has  engulfed  half  my  life,  in  a  sort 
of  contagious  vertigo,  it  is  because  the  other  life  is  peopled  for 
me  with  so  many  loved  ones  that  it  is  confused  at  times  with 
my  present  life,  to  the  point  where  it  becomes  an  illusion.  This 
illusion  is  not  without  a  certain  austere  charm,  and  my 
thoughts  now  converse  as  often  with  the  dead  as  with  the  liv¬ 
ing. 

The  Autobiography  of  Andrew  Carnegie  (1920)  by  Andrew 
Carnegie  (1835-1919),  Scottish- American  industrialist  and 
philanthropist 

Carnegie  began  work  on  his  autobiography  after  his  retirement,  and 
abandoned  the  writing  in  dismay  at  the  onset  of  the  First  World  War. 
The  emotional  low-point  described  in  the  following  excerpt  arrived 
when  Carnegie  was  aged  fifty,  the  year  his  mother  and  brother  died 
while  he  was  sick  with  typhoid.  He  married  the  following  year. 
Although  the  Autobiography  is  a  sugar-coated  version  of  Carnegie’s 
story — the  author  portrays  himself  as  a  friend  of  the  working  man 
when,  in  fact,  his  steelworkers  were  treated  dismally — nonetheless,  it 
remains  one  of  the  more  enjoyable  and  colorful  memoirs  to  be  written 
by  a  businessman.  It  was  published  after  his  death,  prepared  for  publi¬ 
cation  by  his  beloved  wife. 

The  year  1886  ended  in  deep  gloom  for  me.  My  life  as  a  happy 
careless  young  man,  with  every  want  looked  after,  was  over. 

I  was  left  alone  in  the  world.  My  mother  and  brother  passed  away 


The  Middle  »-  343 


in  November,  within  a  few  days  of  each  other,  while  I  lay  in  bed 
under  a  severe  attack  of  typhoid  fever,  unable  to  move  and,  per¬ 
haps  fortunately,  unable  to  feel  the  full  weight  of  the  catastrophe, 
being  myself  face  to  face  with  death. 

I  was  the  first  stricken,  upon  returning  from  a  visit  in  the 
East  to  our  cottage  at  Cresson  Springs  on  top  of  the 
Alleghanies  where  my  mother  and  I  spent  our  happy  summers. 
I  had  been  quite  unwell  for  a  day  or  two  before  leaving  New 
York.  A  physician  being  summoned,  my  trouble  was  pro¬ 
nounced  typhoid  fever.  Professor  Dennis  was  called  from  New 
York  and  he  corroborated  the  diagnosis.  An  attendant  physi¬ 
cian  and  trained  nurse  were  provided  at  once.  Soon  after  my 
mother  broke  down  and  my  brother  in  Pittsburgh  also  was 
reported  ill. 

I  was  despaired  of,  I  was  so  low,  and  then  my  whole  nature 
seemed  to  change.  I  became  reconciled,  indulged  in  pleasing 
meditations,  was  without  the  slightest  pain.  My  mother’s  and 
brother’s  serious  condition  had  not  been  revealed  to  me,  and 
when  I  was  informed  that  both  had  left  me  forever  it  seemed 
only  natural  that  I  should  follow  them.  We  had  never  been  sep¬ 
arated;  why  should  we  be  now?  But  it  was  decreed  otherwise. 

I  recovered  slowly  and  the  future  began  to  occupy  my 
thoughts.  There  was  only  one  ray  of  hope  and  comfort  in  it. 
Toward  that  my  thoughts  always  turned.  For  several  years  I  had 
known  Miss  Louise  Whitfield.  Her  mother  permitted  her  to  ride 
with  me  in  the  Central  Park.  We  were  both  very  fond  of  riding. 
Other  young  ladies  were  on  my  list.  I  had  fine  horses  and  often 
rode  in  the  park  and  around  New  York  with  one  or  the  other  of 
the  circle.  In  the  end  the  others  all  faded  into  ordinary  beings. 
Miss  Whitfield  remained  alone  as  the  perfect  one  beyond  any  I 
had  met.  Finally  I  began  to  find  and  admit  to  myself  that  she 
stood  the  supreme  test  I  had  applied  to  several  fair  ones  in  my 
time.  She  alone  did  so  of  all  I  had  ever  known  .  .  . 

My  advances  met  with  indifferent  success.  She  was  not 
without  other  and  younger  admirers.  My  wealth  and  future 
plans  were  against  me.  I  was  rich  and  had  everything  and  she 
felt  she  could  be  of  little  use  or  benefit  to  me.  Her  ideal  was  to 
be  the  real  helpmeet  of  a  young,  struggling  man  to  whom  she 
could  and  would  be  indispensable,  as  her  mother  had  been  to 
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her  father.  The  care  of  her  own  family  had  largely  fallen  upon 
her  after  her  father’s  death  when  she  was  twenty-one.  She  was 
now  twenty-eight;  her  views  of  life  were  formed.  At  times  she 
seemed  more  favorable  and  we  corresponded.  Once,  however, 
she  returned  my  letters  saying  she  felt  she  must  put  aside  all 
thought  of  accepting  me. 

Professor  and  Mrs.  Dennis  took  me  from  Cresson  to  their 
own  home  in  New  York,  as  soon  as  I  could  be  removed,  and  I 
lay  there  some  time  under  the  former’s  personal  supervision. 
Miss  Whitfield  called  to  see  me,  for  I  had  written  her  the  first 
words  from  Cresson  I  was  able  to  write.  She  saw  now  that  I 
needed  her.  I  was  left  alone  in  the  world.  Now  she  could  be  in 
every  sense  the  “helpmeet.”  Both  her  heart  and  head  were  now 
willing  and  the  day  was  fixed.  We  were  married  in  New  York, 
April  22,1887,  and  sailed  for  our  honeymoon  which  was  passed 
on  the  Isle  of  Wight. 

Fifty 

Memoirs  of  My  Life  and  Writings  (1796)  by  Edward 
Gibbon  (1737-1794),  English  historian 

In  his  memoirs,  as  in  his  life,  Gibbon’s  epic  work  of  history,  The 
Decline  and  Fall  of  the  Roman  Empire  (1776-88),  is  the  defining  factor. 
Gibbon  began  writing  his  memoirs  shortly  after  completing  The 
Decline  and  Fall,  rewriting  his  reminiscences  six  times  and  leaving  the 
last  draft  unfinished  at  the  time  of  his  death.  Gibbon’s  friend,  Lord 
Sheffield,  later  edited  the  manuscripts  and  published  them  in  The 
Miscellaneous  Works  of  Edward  Gibbon  in  1796.  It  wasn’t  until  almost 
a  century  later  that  the  six  original  drafts  appeared  under  the  title  The 
Autobiographies  (1876). 

When  I  contemplate  the  common  lot  of  mortality,  I  must 
acknowledge  that  I  have  drawn  a  high  prize  in  the  lottery 
of  life.  The  far  greater  part  of  the  globe  is  overspread  with  bar¬ 
barism  or  slavery:  in  the  civilized  world,  the  most  numerous  class 
is  condemned  to  ignorance  and  poverty;  and  the  double  fortune 
of  my  birth  in  a  free  and  enlightened  country,  in  an  honourable 
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and  wealthy  family,  is  the  lucky  chance  of  an  unit  against  mil¬ 
lions.  The  general  probability  is  about  three  to  one,  that  a  new¬ 
born  infant  will  not  live  to  complete  his  fiftieth  year.  I  have  now 
passed  that  age,  and  may  fairly  estimate  the  present  value  of  my 
existence  in  the  three-fold  division  of  mind,  body  and  estate. 

1.  The  first  and  indispensable  requisite  of  happiness  is  a 
clear  conscience,  unsullied  by  the  reproach  or  remem¬ 
brance  of  an  unworthy  action  ...  I  am  endowed  with  a 
cheerful  temper,  a  moderate  sensibility,  and  a  natural  dis¬ 
position  to  repose  rather  than  to  activity:  some  mischie¬ 
vous  appetites  and  habits  have  perhaps  been  corrected  by 
philosophy  or  time.  The  love  of  study,  a  passion  which 
derives  fresh  vigour  from  enjoyment,  supplies  each  day, 
each  hour,  with  a  perpetual  source  of  independent  and 
rational  pleasure;  and  I  am  not  sensible  of  any  decay  of 
the  mental  faculties.  The  original  soil  has  been  highly 
improved  by  cultivation;  but  it  may  be  questioned, 
whether  some  flowers  of  fancy,  some  grateful  errors,  have 
not  been  eradicated  with  the  weeds  of  prejudice. 

2.  Since  I  have  escaped  from  the  long  perils  of  my  child¬ 
hood,  the  serious  advice  of  a  physician  has  seldom  been 
requisite.  “The  madness  of  superfluous  health”  I  have 
never  known,  but  my  tender  constitution  has  been  forti¬ 
fied  by  time,  and  the  inestimable  gift  of  the  sound  and 
peaceful  slumbers  of  infancy  may  be  imputed  both  to  the 
mind  and  body. 

3. 1  have  already  described  the  merits  of  my  society  and  sit¬ 
uation;  but  these  enjoyments  would  be  tasteless  or  bitter  if 
their  possession  was  not  assured  by  an  annual  and  ade¬ 
quate  supply.  According  to  the  scale  of  Switzerland,  I  am 
a  rich  man;  and  I  am  indeed  rich,  since  my  income  is  supe¬ 
rior  to  my  expense,  and  my  expense  is  equal  to  my  wishes. 
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Fifty-one  c^> 

It’s  a  Slippery  Slope  (1997)  by  Spalding  Gray  (1941-2004), 
American  writer  and  actor 

It’s  a  Slippery  Slope  was  Gray’s  last  finished  autobiographical  mono¬ 
logue  before  his  death  from  suicide  in  2004-  In  it,  he  deals  with  his 
marriage  to  and  rapid  divorce  from  his  long-time  girlfriend  and  his 
unexpected  fathering  of  a  child  with  another  woman.  The  monologue 
is  Gray’s  attempt  to  get  a  handle  on  his  life,  and  on  the  process  of 
aging — which  he  likens  to  hurtling  down  a  ski  slope  (a  new-found 
passion).  Gray  wrote  over  a  dozen  autobiographical  monologues,  a 
genre  that  he  made  his  own,  many  of  them  also  published  in  book 
form.  Bom  in  1941  on  Rhode  Island,  Gray  was  twenty-five  when  his 
mother  committed  suicide,  an  event  that  haunted  his  life  and  work. 

What  would  an  average  day  be  like  back  then?  Oh,  I’d  wake 
up,  usually  after  seven  hours’  sleep,  7:30,  8:00.  Then  I  take 
my  morning  pee,  and  as  I  am  peeing,  I  hear  that  little  old  voice  in 
my  head,  every  morning,  say,  “Remember,  you  are  going  to  die.” 
Imagine,  I  forgot  that  for  seven  hours.  This  usually  causes  an  erec¬ 
tion  and  I  have  very  anxious  sex  with  Ramona  to  try  work  off  the 
anxiety  of  death,  and  then  after  lying  there  in  a  stupefied  heap  of 
petite  morte,  I  talk  about  my  dreams,  or  maybe  get  out  the  Mayo 
Clinic  Family  Health  Book  to  see  if  I  have  any  symptoms  of  dis¬ 
ease.  I  mean,  there  are  2,740  diseases  in  that  book,  how  could  I 
not  have  one?  Then  I  do  my  yoga  stretches,  have  some  breakfast, 
some  coffee,  write  in  my  journal.  But  what  would  I  write?  Maybe 
something  like  I’m  telling  you  now.  Then  I’d  go  to  my  little  book¬ 
shelf  and  take  out  a  book  for  morning  reading,  maybe  Becker’s  The 
Denial  of  Death,  underlined  profusely  in  red,  and  read: 

The  irony  of  man’s  condition  is  that  the  deepest  need  is  to  be  free 
of  the  anxiety  of  death  and  annihilation— but  it  is  life  itself  that 
awakens  this  anxiety,  and  so  we  shrink  from  being  fully  alive. 

Closing  the  book,  I  go  out  for  a  walk  in  New  York  City  to 
try  to  be  fully  alive.  I’m  not  interested  in  buying  anything  any- 
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more,  I  don’t  look  in  shop  windows,  I’m  tired  of  the  architec¬ 
ture,  I’m  searching  for  a  park.  I  don’t  want  to  go  up  to  Central 
Park  because  I  don’t  want  to  ride  on  the  subway,  I  want  to  walk 
to  a  park.  So  I  walk  to  Washington  Square  Park.  Basically  a 
dysfunctional  fountain  with  broken  benches  around  it.  And  I 
walk  around  that  fountain,  obsessing  on  what  I  could  do  to  feel 
more  fully  alive.  Well,  okay,  so  I’m  obsessing  on  where  I  could 
go  to  turn  right  on  skis,  thinking  about  Kathie,  a  woman  I  had 
met  on  the  road  who  had  moved  to  New  York  and  had  sent  me 
her  phone  number.  Should  I  call  her,  should  I  “touch  base” 
with  her?  Drop  in  for  some  tea?  And  I’m  dwelling  on  the  fact 
that  I’m  going  to  turn  fifty-two  years  old,  and  I’m  thinking 
about  Mom,  and  how  she  committed  suicide  at  fifty-two,  and 
did  that  mean  I  was  gonna  do  it,  too? 

Around  that  dysfunctional  fountain  I  go,  peeling  the  onion 
of  my  mind,  running  into  the  same  Jamaican  drug  dealers  each 
time  around,  trying  to  sell  me  the  same  drugs  each  time,  not 
recognizing  I’m  the  same  person.  Saying,  “Hey,  man,  What’s 
happening?” 

“Hey,  good  question,  what  is  happening?”  I  reply. 


Fifty-two 


Force  of  Circumstance  (1963)  by  Simone  De  Beauvoir 
(1908-1986),  French  writer  and  feminist 

The  third  volume  of  de  Beauvoir’s  memoirs  begins  with  the  liberation 
of  Paris  in  1945;  it  ends  with  her  musings  on  her  distaste  for  growing 
old,  included  here  (she  was  fifty-four  when  the  book  was  completed). 
De  Beauvoir’s  monumental  autobiographical  sequence  (which  had 
begun  with  Memoirs  of  a  Dutiful  Daughter  in  1958)  was  completed  in 
1972  with  All  Said  and  Done,  covering  the  decade  of  the  sixties,  a 
period  when  she  became  increasingly  involved  with  social  reform  and 
the  women’s  liberation  movement  she  had  helped  to  inspire. 

Old  age.  From  a  distance  you  take  it  to  be  an  institution;  but 
they  are  all  young,  these  people  who  suddenly  find  that 
they  are  old.  One  day  I  said  to  myself:  “I’m  forty!”  By  the  time  I 
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recovered  from  the  shock  of  that  discovery  I  had  reached  fifty. 
The  stupor  that  seized  me  then  has  not  left  me  yet. 

I  can’t  get  around  to  believing  it.  When  I  read  in  print 
Simone  de  Beauvoir,  it  is  a  young  woman  they  are  telling  me 
about,  and  who  happens  to  be  me.  Often  in  my  sleep  I  dream 
that  in  a  dream  I’m  fifty-four,  I  wake  and  find  I’m  only  thirty. 
“What  a  terrible  nightmare  I  had!”  says  the  young  woman  who 
thinks  she’s  awake.  Sometimes,  too,  just  before  I  come  back  to 
reality,  a  giant  beast  settles  on  my  breast:  “It’s  true!  It’s  my 
nightmare  of  being  more  than  fifty  that’s  come  true!”  How  is  it 
that  time,  which  has  no  form  or  substance,  can  crush  me  with 
so  huge  a  weight  that  I  can  no  longer  breathe?  How  can  some¬ 
thing  that  doesn’t  exist,  the  future,  so  implacably  calculate  its 
course?  My  seventy-second  birthday  is  now  as  close  as  the 
Liberation  Day  that  happened  yesterday. 


Fifty-five 

“Of  Experience”  (1588)  by  Michel  De  Montaigne 
(I533-I592)>  French  essayist  and  philosopher 

See  description  on  page  328. 

God  is  merciful  to  those  whose  life  he  withdraws  bit  by  bit; 

that  is  the  only  benefit  of  old  age.  The  last  death  will  be  so 
much  the  less  complete  and  painful;  by  then  it  will  kill  only  a  half 
or  quarter  of  a  man.  Here  is  a  tooth  that  has  just  fallen  out,  with¬ 
out  pain,  without  effort;  that  was  the  natural  term  of  its  duration. 
Both  that  part  of  my  being  and  several  others  are  already  dead, 
others  half  dead,  even  among  the  most  active,  which  held  the 
highest  rank  in  the  prime  of  my  life.  Thus  do  I  melt  and  steal  away 
from  myself.  What  folly  it  would  be  on  the  part  of  my  under¬ 
standing  to  feel  the  last  plunge  of  this  fall,  already  so  far  advanced, 
just  as  if  it  were  the  whole  way!  I  hope  I  shall  not. 

In  truth,  I  gain  one  principal  consolation  in  meditating  on 
my  death,  that  it  will  be  normal  and  natural,  and  that  hence¬ 
forth  I  cannot  in  this  matter  seek  or  hope  for  any  but  illegiti¬ 
mate  favor  from  destiny.  Men  delude  themselves  into  believing 
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that  in  former  times  their  lives,  like  their  stature,  had  a  bigger 
span.  But  Solon,  who  belongs  to  those  old  times,  nevertheless 
limits  the  extreme  duration  of  life  to  threescore  and  ten  years. 
Shall  I,  who  in  every  way  have  worshipped  so  much  that  golden 
mean  of  ancient  times  and  have  taken  the  moderate  measure 
for  the  most  perfect,  aspire  to  an  immoderate  and  prodigious 
old  age?  Whatever  happens  contrary  to  the  course  of  Nature 
may  be  troublesome,  but  what  happens  according  to  her  should 
always  be  pleasant. 

All  things  that  happen  according  to  nature  should  he  accounted 
[Cicero] 

Thus,  says  Plato,  the  death  which  is  occasioned  by  wounds  or 
maladies  may  be  called  violent,  but  that  which  takes  us  by  sur¬ 
prise  while  old  age  is  leading  us  to  it  is  the  easiest  of  all  and  in  a 
way  delightful. 

Young  men  have  their  lives  taken  away  by  violence ,  old  men  by 
ripeness.  [Cicero] 

Death  mingles  and  blends  with  our  life  throughout. 
Decline  anticipates  death’s  hour  and  makes  its  way  even  into 
the  course  of  our  growth.  I  have  portraits  of  myself  at  twenty- 
five  and  thirty-five  years  of  age;  I  compare  them  with  one  of 
the  present:  how  many  times  over  it  is  no  longer  myself.  How 
much  more  remote  is  my  present  picture  from  those  than 
from  that  of  my  death!  It  is  too  much  of  an  abuse  of  Nature 
to  fret  her  so  far  that  she  is  constrained  to  leave  us  and  aban¬ 
don  our  guidance — our  eyes,  our  teeth,  our  legs,  and  the 
rest — to  the  mercy  of  foreign  assistance  begged  by  us,  and  to 
resign  us  to  the  hands  of  art,  weary  of  following  us. 

I  am  not  excessively  fond  of  either  salads  or  fruits,  except 
melons.  My  father  hated  all  sorts  of  sauces;  I  love  them  all. 
Eating  too  much  troubles  me,  but  I  have  as  yet  no  really  certain 
knowledge  that  any  kind  of  food  disagrees  with  me  because  of 
its  nature;  even  as  I  do  not  distinguish  a  full  or  waning  moon, 
or  spring  from  autumn.  There  are  changes  going  on  in  us,  irreg¬ 
ular  and  unknown.  For  radishes,  for  example,  I  first  found 
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agreed  with  me,  then  later  disagreed,  now  they  agree  again.  In 
several  things  I  feel  my  stomach  and  appetite  keep  on  varying 
that  way:  I  have  changed  back  from  white  wine  to  claret,  and 
then  from  claret  to  white.  I  am  a  great  lover  of  fish,  and  the 
lean  days  become  my  fat  days,  and  the  fast  days  my  feasts.  I 
believe  what  some  people  say,  that  it  is  easier  to  digest  than 
meat.  As  it  is  contrary  to  my  conscience  to  eat  meat  on  fish 
days,  so  it  is  contrary  to  my  taste  to  mix  fish  and  meat;  the  dif¬ 
ference  between  them  seems  to  me  too  great. 

Ever  since  my  youth  I  have  at  times  omitted  a  meal,  either 
to  sharpen  my  appetite  for  the  next  day,  for,  as  Epicurus  used  to 
fast  and  to  make  lean  meals  in  order  to  accustom  his  appetite 
to  do  without  abundance,  I  do  it,  on  the  contrary,  to  train  my 
appetite  to  take  better  advantage  and  make  more  cheerful  use 
of  abundance;  or  I  fasted  to  conserve  my  vigor  for  the  benefit 
of  some  action  of  body  or  mind;  for  both  of  these  become  cru¬ 
elly  sluggish  in  me  through  repletion,  and  I  hate  above  all 
things  the  stupid  coupling  of  so  healthy  and  sprightly  a  goddess 
with  that  little,  unruly,  belching  god,  all  bloated  with  the  fumes 
of  his  liquor;  or  to  cure  my  sick  stomach;  or  for  want  of  fit  com¬ 
pany,  for  I  say,  like  that  same  Epicurus,  that  we  should  not  so 
much  consider  what  we  eat  as  with  whom  we  eat,  and  I  com¬ 
mend  Chilo  because  he  would  not  promise  to  be  at  Periander’s 
feast  till  he  was  informed  who  were  the  other  guests.  There  is 
no  preparation  so  sweet  to  me,  nor  sauce  so  appetizing  as  that 
which  is  derived  from  society. 

I  think  it  healthier  to  eat  more  leisurely  and  less,  and  to  eat 
oftener.  But  I  want  to  make  the  most  of  appetite  and  hunger.  I 
should  take  no  pleasure  in  dragging  out  three  or  four  wretched 
meals  a  day,  restricted  in  the  manner  of  a  doctor’s  regimen. 
Who  would  assure  me  that  I  would  find  again  at  supper  the  gap¬ 
ing  appetite  that  I  had  in  the  morning?  Let  us  take — especially 
the  old  men — let  us  take  the  first  opportune  time  that  comes 
our  way.  Let  us  leave  daily  schedules  to  almanac- makers  and 
doctors.  The  greatest  benefit  that  I  get  from  good  health  is  sen¬ 
sual  pleasure;  let  us  take  hold  of  the  first  that  is  present  and 
known. 
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Harriet  Martineau’s  Autobiography  (1877)  by  Harriet 
Martineau  (1802-1876),  English  writer 

Martineau  tried  to  make  a  start  on  her  autobiography  twice,  once  in 
1831,  at  the  age  of  nearly  thirty,  and  again  about  ten  years  later,  when 
she  had  been  told  she  was  dying  of  heart  disease.  Finally,  at  the  age  of 
seventy-four  and  in  failing  health,  she  felt  she  could  not  die  in  peace 
until  the  work  was  finished.  This  two  volume  work  tells  her  story  from 
her  childhood  in  Norfolk,  England,  and  of  her  considerable  career  as 
a  woman  of  letters.  Although  Martineau  never  married,  she  was  once 
engaged,  but  the  man  she  was  going  to  marry  had  a  mental  collapse 
and  died.  She  remained  single  for  the  rest  of  her  life,  supporting  her¬ 
self  and  her  family  through  her  writing.  Her  autobiography  was  pub¬ 
lished  the  year  after  her  death  in  1876. 

I  am,  in  truth,  very  thankful  for  not  having  married  at  all.  I 
have  never  since  been  tempted,  nor  have  suffered  any  thing 
at  all  in  relation  to  that  matter  which  is  held  to  be  all-impor¬ 
tant  to  woman — love  and  marriage.  Nothing,  I  mean,  beyond 
occasional  annoyance,  presently  disposed  of.  Every  literary 
woman,  no  doubt,  has  plenty  of  importunity  of  that  sort  to  deal 
with;  but  freedom  of  mind  and  coolness  of  manner  dispose  of  it 
very  easily:  and  since  the  time  I  have  been  speaking  of,  my 
mind  has  been  wholly  free  from  all  idea  of  love  affairs.  My  sub¬ 
sequent  literary  life  in  London  was  clear  from  all  difficulty  and 
embarrassment — no  doubt  because  I  was  evidently  too  busy, 
and  too  full  of  interests  of  other  kinds  to  feel  any  awkwardness 
...  I  can  easily  conceive  how  I  might  have  been  tempted — how 
some  deep  springs  in  my  nature  might  have  been  touched,  then 
as  earlier;  but,  as  a  matter  of  fact,  they  never  were;  and  I  con¬ 
sider  the  immunity  a  great  blessing,  under  the  liabilities  of  a 
moral  condition  such  as  mine  was  in  the  olden  time.  If  I  had 
had  a  husband  dependent  on  me  for  his  happiness,  the  respon¬ 
sibility  would  have  made  me  wretched.  I  had  not  faith  enough 
in  myself  to  endure  avoidable  responsibility.  If  my  husband  had 
not  depended  on  me  for  his  happiness,  I  should  have  been  jeal¬ 
ous.  So  also  with  children.  The  care  would  have  so  overpow¬ 
ered  the  joy — the  love  would  have  so  exceeded  the  ordinary 
chances  of  life — the  fear  on  my  part  would  have  so  impaired 
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the  freedom  on  theirs,  that  I  rejoice  not  to  have  been  involved 
in  a  relation  for  which  I  was,  or  believed  myself,  unfit.  The  ven¬ 
eration  in  which  I  hold  domestic  life  has  always  shown  me  that 
that  life  was  not  for  those  whose  self-respect  had  been  early 
broken  down,  or  had  never  grown.  Happily,  the  majority  are 
free  from  this  disability.  Those  who  suffer  under  it  had  better  be 
as  I — as  my  observation  of  married,  as  well  as  single  life  assures 
me.  When  I  see  what  conjugal  love  is,  in  the  extremely  rare 
cases  in  which  it  is  seen  in  its  perfection,  I  feel  that  there  is  a 
power  of  attachment  in  me  that  has  never  been  touched.  When 
I  am  among  little  children,  it  frightens  me  to  think  what  my 
idolatry  of  my  own  children  would  have  been.  But,  through  it 
all,  I  have  ever  been  thankful  to  be  alone.  My  strong  will,  com¬ 
bined  with  anxiety  of  conscience,  makes  me  fit  only  to  live 
alone;  and  my  taste  and  liking  are  for  living  alone.  The  older  I 
have  grown,  the  more  serious  and  irremediable  have  seemed  to 
me  the  evils  and  disadvantages  of  married  life,  as  it  exists 
among  us  at  this  time:  and  I  am  provided  with  what  it  is  the 
bane  of  single  life  in  ordinary  cases  to  want — substantial,  labo¬ 
rious  and  serious  occupation.  My  business  in  life  has  been  to 
think  and  learn,  and  to  speak  out  with  absolute  freedom  what  I 
have  thought  and  learned.  The  freedom  is  itself  a  positive  and 
never-failing  enjoyment  to  me,  after  the  bondage  of  my  early 
life.  My  work  and  I  have  been  fitted  to  each  other,  as  is  proved 
by  the  success  of  my  work  and  my  own  happiness  in  it.  The  sim¬ 
plicity  and  independence  of  this  vocation  first  suited  my  infirm 
and  ill-developed  nature,  and  then  sufficed  for  my  needs, 
together  with  family  ties  and  domestic  duties,  such  as  I  have 
been  blessed  with,  and  as  every  woman’s  heart  requires.  Thus,  I 
am  not  only  entirely  satisfied  with  my  lot,  but  think  it  the  very 
best  for  me — under  my  constitution  and  circumstances:  and  I 
long  ago  came  to  the  conclusion  that,  without  meddling  with 
the  case  of  the  wives  and  mothers,  I  am  probably  the  happiest 
single  woman  in  England. 
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Fifty-eight 

My  Life  (1558-1562)  by  Benvenuto  Cellini  (1500-1571), 
Italian  goldsmith  and  sculptor 

Cellini’s  autobiography  was  written  at  a  time  when  the  master  gold¬ 
smith  was  keen  to  promote  his  own  legend,  having  been  omitted  from 
Giorgio  Vasari’s  biographies  of  great  artists,  Lives  of  the  Artists  (1550). 
Although  My  Life  was  written  to  secure  his  place  in  art  history, 
Cellini’s  autobiography  reveals  a  man  whose  creative  life  was  often 
interrupted  by  his  frequent  arrests,  duels,  and  tempestuous  disputes.  To 
follow  is  the  book’s  opening  paragraph,  with  its  famous  declaration 
that  no  one  should  write  an  autobiography  before  forty. 

All  men  of  every  sort,  who  have  done  something  that  is  vir¬ 
tuous,  or  something  so  truly  that  it  could  have  been  done 
by  the  Virtues  themselves,  should,  if  they  are  truthful  and  good, 
describe  their  own  life  in  their  own  hand;  however,  they  should 
not  begin  such  a  fine  undertaking  before  they  have  passed  the 
age  of  forty.  Now  that  I  journey  on  past  my  fifty-eighth  year,  such 
a  thing  has  happened  to  me,  and  being  in  my  native  Florence,  I 
remember  the  many  adversities  that  have  happened  to  me,  as 
happen  to  anyone  who  lives;  but  being  freer  from  adversities 
than  I  have  ever  been  up  to  this  point,  it  seems  to  me  that  I  am 
happier  in  spirit  and  healthier  in  body  than  I  ever  was  before; 
and  recalling  the  few  pleasant  good  things  and  the  inestimable 
bad  things,  which,  looking  back  at  them,  shock  me  completely 
that  I  have  reached  this  age  of  fifty-eight  years  old,  and,  through 
the  grace  of  God,  so  happily  journey  on  through  life. 
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Fifty-nine  c^> 

From  the  notes  for  a  second  volume  of  Speak,  Memory: 
Speak  On,  Memory  (1968-1971)  by  Vladimir  Nabokov 
(1899-1977),  Russian' American  writer 

After  the  success  of  his  “controversial  novel,”  Lolita  (1955),  Nabokov 
was  able  to  leave  his  teaching  position  at  Cornell  University  and 
devote  himself  to  writing  full-time.  In  1960  he  moved  to  Montreux, 
Switzerland,  and,  in  the  last  decade  of  his  life,  began  to  work  on  a 
sequel  to  Speak,  Memory:  An  Autobiography  Revisited  (1966).  But  the 
author  never  proceeded  further  than  the  notes  stage,  fearing  that  the 
more  recent  past  would  fall  into  a  mere  sequential  recounting,  rather 
than  the  lyrical  unfolding  of  Speak,  Memory.  A  finely  wrought  para¬ 
graph  from  his  notes,  which  are  held  in  the  New  York  Public  Library’s 
Berg  Collection,  is  included  here. 

I  was  grossly  late  for  my  last  public  lecture  at  Cornell:  it  had 
been  difficult  to  park  the  car  because  of  the  interest  in  a  con¬ 
troversial  novel;  my  wife  and  I  had  been  cruising  around  and 
around  in  the  hope  that  somebody  would  leave,  until  we  realized 
that  all  available  space  near  the  lecture-hall  would  remain  occu¬ 
pied  until  the  performance,  my  performance,  was  over.  Finally 
we  had  to  seek  out  a  rather  remote  spot,  and  started  at  a  brisk 
walk,  almost  a  run,  for  the  lighted  building. 

People  were  waiting  there — everyone  had  come,  except  a 
last  runner;  for  on  the  way  we  were  suddenly  overtaken  by  a 
lone  Japanese  who  sprinted  past  us  at  a  pace  far  surpassing  any¬ 
thing  we  could  attain.  There  was  something  uncanny  about  his 
solitary  velocity  and  streamlined  shape  as  he  made  for  the 
porch  and  dashed  up  the  steps  and  plunged  into  a  crowded 
place  which  existed  for  him  at  the  moment  only  insofar  as  it 
included  the  lecturer.  But  the  lecturer  was  still  outside,  almost 
paralysed  by  the  weird  feeling  that  a  ghost  must  feel  when 
debaned  from  the  events  of  his  relivable  past. 


Toward  the  End 

Ages  Sixty  through  One  Hundred 


“An  autobiography  is  an  obituary  in  serial  form  with  the  last 
installment  missing.” 

— Quentin  Crisp,  The  Naked  Civil  Servant,  1968 
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Sixty 

“An  Account  of  My  Hut”  (1212)  by  Kamo  No  Chymei 
(c.1155-1216),  Japanese  poet  and  monk 

Born  in  Kyoto,  Japan,  around  1155,  Kamo  No  Chomei  began  his 
career  as  a  poet  at  the  Imperial  court,  later  becoming  a  Buddhist 
monk.  His  autobiographical  essay,  “An  Account  of  My  Hut,”  writ¬ 
ten  after  he  had  left  the  court  and  the  city  of  Kyoto,  describes  how, 
at  the  age  of  fifty,  he  decided  to  live  as  a  hermit.  Nearing  sixty,  he 
built  a  simple  ten-foot-square  hut  in  the  mountains  where  he 
awaited  the  end  of  his  life.  In  the  light  of  the  natural  devastation 
Chomei  had  witnessed  during  his  lifetime — the  great  fire,  tornado, 
famine,  and  earthquake  that  decimated  Kyoto  during  the  twelfth 
century — his  withdrawal  from  the  world  is  particularly  poignant.  In 
solitude,  and  without  attachments,  he  hopes  to  no  longer  experience 
suffering  and  grief. 

Now  that  I  have  reached  the  age  of  sixty,  and  my  life  seems 
about  to  evaporate  like  the  dew,  I  have  fashioned  a  lodging 
for  the  last  leaves  of  my  years.  It  is  a  hut  where,  perhaps,  a  trav¬ 
eler  might  spend  a  single  night;  it  is  like  the  cocoon  spun  by  an 
aged  silkworm.  This  hut  is  not  even  a  hundredth  the  size  of  the 
cottage  where  I  spent  my  middle  years. 

Before  I  was  aware,  I  had  become  heavy  with  years,  and  with 
each  remove  my  dwelling  grew  smaller.  The  present  hut  is  of  no 
ordinary  appearance.  It  is  a  bare  ten  feet  square  and  less  than 
seven  feet  high.  I  did  not  choose  this  particular  spot  rather  than 
another  ...  I  laid  a  foundation  and  roughly  thatched  a  roof.  I  fas¬ 
tened  hinges  to  the  joints  of  the  beams,  the  easier  to  move  else¬ 
where  should  anything  displease  me.  What  difficulty  would  there 
be  in  changing  my  dwelling?  A  bare  two  carts  would  suffice  to 
carry  off  the  whole  house,  and  except  for  the  carter’s  fee  there 
would  be  no  expenses  at  all. 

Since  first  I  hid  my  traces  here  in  the  heart  of  Mount  Hino, 

I  have  added  a  lean-to  on  the  south  and  a  porch  of  bamboo  .  . 

.  Above  the  sliding  door  that  faces  north  I  have  built  a  little 
shelf  on  which  I  keep  three  or  four  black  leather  baskets  that 
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contain  books  of  poetry  and  music  and  extracts  from  the  sacred 
writings  .  .  . 

Along  the  east  wall  I  have  spread  long  fern  fronds  and  mats 
of  straw  which  serve  as  my  bed  for  the  night.  I  have  cut  open  a 
window  in  the  eastern  wall,  and  beneath  it  have  made  a  desk. 
Near  my  pillow  is  a  square  brazier  in  which  I  bum  brushwood. 
To  the  north  of  the  hut  I  have  staked  out  a  small  plot  of  land 
which  I  have  enclosed  with  a  rough  fence  and  made  into  a  gar¬ 
den.  I  grow  many  species  of  herbs  there. 

This  is  what  my  temporary  hut  is  like.  I  shall  now  attempt 
to  describe  its  surroundings.  To  the  south  there  is  a  bamboo 
pipe  which  empties  water  into  the  rock  pool  I  have  laid.  The 
woods  come  close  to  my  house,  and  it  is  thus  a  simple  matter 
for  me  to  gather  brushwood.  The  mountain  is  named  Toyama. 
Creeping  vines  block  the  trails  and  the  valleys  are  overgrown, 
but  to  the  west  is  a  clearing,  and  my  surroundings  thus  do  not 
leave  me  without  spiritual  comfort.  In  the  spring  I  see  waves  of 
wisteria  like  purple  clouds,  bright  in  the  west.  In  the  summer  I 
hear  the  cuckoo  call,  promising  to  guide  me  on  the  road  of 
death.  In  the  autumn  the  voice  of  the  evening  insects  fills  my 
ears  with  a  sound  of  lamentation  for  this  cracked  husk  of  a 
world.  In  winter  I  look  with  deep  emotion  on  the  snow,  piling 
up  and  melting  away  like  sins  and  hindrances  to  salvation  .  .  . 

At  the  foot  of  this  mountain  is  a  rough-hewn  cottage  where 
the  guardian  of  the  mountain  lives.  He  has  a  son  who  some¬ 
times  comes  to  visit  me.  When  I  am  bored  with  whatever  I  am 
doing,  I  often  go  for  a  walk  with  him  as  my  companion.  He  is 
sixteen  and  I  sixty:  though  our  ages  greatly  differ  we  take  pleas¬ 
ure  in  each  other’s  company. 

Sometimes  I  pick  flowering  reeds  or  the  wild  pear,  or  fill  my 
basket  with  berries  and  cress.  Sometimes  I  go  to  the  rice  fields 
at  the  foot  of  the  mountain  and  weave  wreaths  of  the  fallen 
ears.  Or,  when  the  weather  is  fine,  I  climb  the  peak  and  look 
out  toward  Kyoto,  my  old  home,  far,  far  away.  The  view  has  no 
owner  and  nothing  can  interfere  with  my  enjoyment .  .  . 

If  the  evening  is  still,  in  the  moonlight  that  fills  the  window 
I  long  for  old  friends  or  wet  my  sleeve  with  tears  at  the  cries  of 
the  monkeys.  Fireflies  in  the  grass  thickets  might  be  mistaken 
for  fishing-lights  off  the  island  of  Maki;  the  dawn  rains  sound 
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like  autumn  storms  blowing  through  the  leaves.  And  when  I 
hear  the  pheasants”  cries,  I  wonder  if  they  call  their  father  or 
their  mother;  when  the  wild  deer  of  the  mountain  approach  me 
unafraid,  I  realize  how  far  I  am  from  the  world.  And  when 
sometimes,  as  is  the  wont  of  old  age,  I  waken  in  the  middle  of 
the  night,  I  stir  up  the  buried  embers  and  make  them  compan¬ 
ions  in  solitude. 

Everybody’s  Autobiography  (1937)  by  Gertrude  Stein 
(1874-1946),  American  writer 

In  1937,  at  the  age  of  sixty-three,  Stein  published  Everybody’s 
Autobiography,  a  sequel  to  her  best-selling  The  Autobiography  of  Alice 
B.  Toklas  (1933).  After  three  decades  of  relative  obscurity  as  a  writer, 
the  first  Autobiography  had  been  a  success,  earning  Stein  both  money 
and  fame.  Whereas  the  first  book  had  been  written  from  the  point  of 
view  of  her  lover,  Toklas,  the  sequel  switched  perspective  to  Stein, 
who  was,  after  all,  the  subject  of  the  original.  Bom  in  Pennsylvania, 
the  author  moved  to  Paris  in  1903  where  she  became  a  champion  of 
modernist  artists  and  writers  such  as  Pablo  Picasso  and  Ernest 
Hemingway.  Her  books  and  plays  were  written  in  her  characteristi¬ 
cally  experimental  style — usually  plotless,  relying  on  playfulness, 
humor,  repetition,  and  ambiguity  for  their  effects — although  she 
deliberately  made  her  autobiographies  more  accessible  in  the  hope  of 
bolstering  sales. 

Before  one  is  successful  that  is  before  any  one  is  ready  to  pay 
money  for  anything  you  do  then  you  are  certain  that  every 
word  you  have  written  is  an  important  word  to  have  written  and 
that  any  word  you  have  written  is  as  important  as  any  other  word 
and  you  keep  everything  you  have  written  with  great  care.  And 
then  it  happens  sometimes  sooner  and  sometimes  later  that  it  has 
a  money  value  I  had  mine  very  much  later  and  it  is  upsetting 
because  when  nothing  had  any  commercial  value  everything  was 
important  and  when  something  began  having  a  commercial 
value  it  was  upsetting,  I  imagine  this  is  true  of  any  one. 

Before  anything  you  write  had  commercial  value  you  could 
not  change  anything  that  you  had  written  but  once  it  had  com¬ 
mercial  value  well  then  changing  or  not  changing  was  not  so 
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important.  All  this  is  true  and  now  I  will  tell  how  it  all  hap¬ 
pened  to  me  as  it  did. 

I  was  getting  older  when  I  wrote  The  Autobiography  [of  Alice 
B.  Toklas],  not  that  it  makes  much  difference  how  old  you  are 
because  the  only  thing  that  is  any  different  is  the  historical  fact 
that  you  are  older  or  younger.  One  thing  is  certain  the  only 
thing  that  makes  you  younger  or  older  is  that  nothing  can  hap¬ 
pen  that  is  different  from  what  you  expected  and  when  that 
happens  and  it  mostly  does  happen  everything  is  different  from 
what  you  expected  then  there  is  no  difference  between  being 
younger  or  older.  Just  the  other  day  they  thought  well  anyway 
America  thought  that  there  was  going  to  be  war  again  in  Europe 
and  they  called  me  up  on  the  telephone  to  ask  me  what  I 
thought  about  it.  I  said  I  do  not  believe  that  there  is  going  to  be 
another  European  war  just  now  but  as  I  am  most  generally 
always  wrong  perhaps  there  is.  When  I  was  very  small  we  always 
used  to  say  let  us  toss  up  a  coin  to  decide  and  then  as  it  came 
down  we  always  said  and  now  Let’s  do  the  other  way.  That  is  a 
natural  way  and  if  you  are  that  way  then  anything  is  a  surprise 
and  if  anything  is  a  surprise  then  there  is  not  much  difference 
between  older  or  younger  because  the  only  thing  that  does  make 
anybody  older  is  that  they  cannot  be  surprised.  I  suppose  there 
are  some  people  who  get  so  that  they  cannot  be  surprised  so  that 
things  happen  as  they  think  they  will  happen.  It  always  has 
been  a  game  with  me  to  think  if  something  is  going  to  happen 
just  all  the  possible  ways  a  thing  is  going  to  happen  and  then 
when  it  does  happen  it  always  does  happen  in  a  way  I  had  never 
thought  of.  That  is  why  I  like  detective  stories,  I  never  know 
ever  how  they  are  going  to  happen  and  anybody  ought  to  yes  I 
realize  that  anybody  really  ought  to. 

Well  anyway  it  was  a  beautiful  autumn  in  Bilignin  and  in 
six  weeks  I  wrote  The  Autobiography  of  Alice  B.  Toklas  and  it  was 
published  and  it  became  a  best  seller  and  first  it  was  printed  in 
the  Atlantic  Monthly  and  there  is  a  nice  story  about  that  but 
first  I  bought  myself  a  new  eight-cylinder  Ford  car  and  the  most 
expensive  coat  made  to  order  by  Hermes  and  fitted  by  the  man 
who  makes  horse  covers  for  race  horses  for  Basket  the  white 
poodle  and  two  collars  studded  for  Basket.  I  had  never  made 
any  money  before  in  my  life  and  I  was  most  excited. 
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Darkness  Visible:  A  Memoir  of  Madness  ( 1990 )  by  William 
Styron  (1925-2006),  American  writer 

Styron’s  powerful  memoir  of  depression  and  recovery  describes  the 
summer  of  1985,  a  period  when  the  sixty-year-old  writer’s  unhappiness 
became  such  that  he  contemplated  suicide.  After  seeking  help,  he  was 
hospitalized,  received  psychiatric  treatment,  and  eventually  recovered. 
Darkness  Visible  was  initially  conceived  as  a  lecture  to  the  psychiatry 
department  of  The  John  Hopkins  University  School  of  Medicine  in 
Baltimore  before  being  expanded  into  a  book.  Bom  in  Virginia  in 
1925,  Styron  is  the  author  of  five  novels,  including  Sophie’s  Choice 
(1979),  his  well-known  novel  about  a  Holocaust  survivor  and  a  young 
writer  living  in  Brooklyn. 

A  phenomenon  that  a  number  of  people  have  noted  while  in 
deep  depression  is  the  sense  of  being  accompanied  by  a  sec¬ 
ond  self — a  wraithlike  observer  who,  not  sharing  the  dementia  of 
his  double,  is  able  to  watch  with  dispassionate  curiosity  as  his 
companion  struggles  against  the  oncoming  disaster,  or  decides  to 
embrace  it.  There  is  a  theatrical  quality  about  all  this,  and  dur¬ 
ing  the  next  several  days,  as  I  went  about  stolidly  preparing  for 
extinction,  I  couldn’t  shake  off  a  sense  of  melodrama — a  melo¬ 
drama  in  which  I,  the  victim-to-be  of  self-murder,  was  both  the 
solitary  actor  and  lone  member  of  the  audience.  I  had  not  as  yet 
chosen  the  mode  of  my  departure,  but  I  knew  that  step  would 
come  next,  and  soon,  as  inescapable  as  nightfall. 

I  watched  myself  in  mingled  terror  and  fascination  as  I 
began  to  make  the  necessary  preparation:  going  to  see  my 
lawyer  in  the  nearby  town — there  rewriting  my  will — and 
spending  part  of  a  couple  of  afternoons  in  a  muddled  attempt 
to  bestow  upon  posterity  a  letter  of  farewell.  It  turned  out  that 
putting  together  a  suicide  note,  which  I  felt  obsessed  with  a 
necessity  to  compose,  was  the  most  difficult  task  of  writing  that 
I  had  ever  tackled.  There  were  too  many  people  to  acknowl¬ 
edge,  to  thank,  to  bequeath  final  bouquets.  And  finally  I  could¬ 
n’t  manage  the  sheer  dirge- like  solemnity  of  it;  there  was  some¬ 
thing  I  found  almost  comically  offensive  in  the  pomposity  of 
such  a  comment  as  “For  some  time  now  I  have  sensed  in  my 
work  a  growing  psychosis  that  is  doubtless  a  reflection  of  the 
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psychotic  strain  tainting  my  life”  (this  is  one  of  the  few  lines  I 
recall  verbatim),  as  well  as  something  degrading  in  the  prospect 
of  a  testament,  which  I  wished  to  infuse  with  at  least  some  dig¬ 
nity  and  eloquence,  reduced  to  an  exhausted  stutter  of  inade¬ 
quate  apologies  and  self-serving  explanations.  I  should  have 
used  as  an  example  the  mordant  statement  of  the  Italian  writer 
Cesare  Pavese,  who  in  parting  wrote  simply:  No  more  words.  An 
act.  I’ll  never  write  again. 

But  even  a  few  words  came  to  seem  to  me  too  long-winded, 
and  I  tore  up  all  my  efforts,  resolving  to  go  out  in  silence.  Late 
one  bitterly  cold  night,  when  I  knew  that  I  could  not  possibly 
get  myself  through  the  following  day,  I  sat  in  the  living  room  of 
the  house  bundled  up  against  the  chill;  something  had  hap¬ 
pened  to  the  furnace.  My  wife  had  gone  to  bed,  and  I  had 
forced  myself  to  watch  the  tape  of  a  movie  in  which  a  young 
actress,  who  had  been  in  a  play  of  mine,  was  cast  in  a  small  part. 
At  one  point  in  the  film,  which  was  set  in  late  nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury  Boston,  the  characters  moved  down  the  hallway  of  a  music 
conservatory,  beyond  the  walls  of  which,  from  unseen  musi¬ 
cians,  came  a  contralto  voice,  a  sudden  soaring  passage  from 
the  Brahms  Alto  Rhapsody. 

This  sound,  which  like  all  music — indeed,  like  all  pleas¬ 
ure — I  had  been  numbly  unresponsive  to  for  months,  pierced 
my  heart  like  a  dagger,  and  in  a  flood  of  swift  recollection  I 
thought  of  all  the  joys  the  house  had  known:  the  children  who 
had  rushed  through  its  rooms,  the  festivals,  the  love  and  work, 
the  honestly  earned  slumber,  the  voices  and  the  nimble  com¬ 
motion,  the  perennial  tribe  of  cats  and  dogs  and  birds  “laugh¬ 
ter  and  ability  and  Sighing,  /  And  Frocks  and  Curls”.  All  this  I 
realized  was  more  than  I  could  ever  abandon,  even  as  what  I 
had  set  out  so  deliberately  to  do  was  more  than  I  could  inflict 
on  those  memories,  and  upon  those,  so  close  to  me,  with  whom 
the  memories  were  bound.  And  just  as  powerfully  I  realized  I 
could  not  commit  this  desecration  on  myself.  I  drew  upon  some 
last  gleam  of  sanity  to  perceive  the  terrifying  dimensions  of  the 
mortal  predicament  I  had  fallen  into.  I  woke  up  my  wife  and 
soon  telephone  calls  were  made.  The  next  day  I  was  admitted 
to  the  hospital. 
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Sixty-one  c^> 

An  Autobiography  (1883)  by  Anthony  Trollope 
(1815-1882),  English  writer 

See  description  on  page  seventy-nine. 

It  will  not,  I  trust,  be  supposed  by  any  reader  that  I  have 
intended  in  this  so-called  autobiography  to  give  a  record  of  my 
inner  life.  No  man  ever  did  so  truly — and  no  man  ever  will. 
Rousseau  probably  attempted  it,  but  who  doubts  but  that 
Rousseau  has  confessed  in  much  the  thoughts  and  convictions 
rather  than  the  facts  of  his  life?  If  the  rustle  of  a  woman’s  petticoat 
has  ever  stirred  my  blood,  if  a  cup  of  wine  has  been  a  joy  to  me,  if 
I  have  thought  tobacco  at  midnight  in  pleasant  company  to  be 
one  of  the  elements  of  an  earthly  paradise,  if  now  and  again  I  have 
somewhat  recklessly  fluttered  a  £5  note  over  a  card  table,  of  what 
matter  is  that  to  any  reader?  I  have  betrayed  no  woman.  Wine  has 
brought  me  to  no  sorrow.  It  has  been  the  companionship  of  smok¬ 
ing  that  I  have  loved  rather  than  the  habit.  I  have  never  desired 
to  win  money  and  I  have  lost  none.  To  enjoy  the  excitement  of 
pleasure,  but  to  be  free  from  its  vices  and  ill  effects;  to  have  the 
sweet  and  to  leave  the  bitter  untasted — that  has  been  my  study. 
The  preachers  tell  us  that  this  is  impossible.  It  seems  to  be  that 
hitherto  I  have  succeeded  fairly  well.  I  will  not  say  that  I  have 
never  scorched  a  finger,  but  I  carry  no  ugly  wounds. 

For  what  remains  to  me  of  my  life  I  trust  for  my  happiness 
still  chiefly  to  my  work — hoping  that  when  the  power  for  work 
be  over  with  me  God  may  be  pleased  to  take  me  from  a  world 
in  which  according  to  my  view  there  can  be  no  joy;  secondly, 
to  the  love  of  those  who  love  me;  and  then  to  my  books.  That 
I  can  read  and  be  happy  when  I  am  reading  is  a  great  blessing. 
Could  I  have  remembered,  as  some  men  do,  what  I  read  I 
should  have  been  able  to  call  myself  an  educated  man.  But  that 
power  I  have  never  possessed.  Something  is  always  left — some¬ 
thing  dim  and  inaccurate — but  still  something  sufficient  to 
preserve  the  taste  for  more.  I  am  inclined  to  think  it  is  so  with 
most  readers. 


Toward  the  End  363 


Mark  Twain's  Autobiography  (1924)  by  Mark  Twain 
(1835-1910),  American  writer 

The  year  that  Twain  published  his  classic  novel  The  Adventures  of 
Huckleberry  Finn  (1884),  he  also  jotted  down  the  earliest  fragments  of 
his  autobiography.  These  personal  writings  grew  incrementally  over  a 
period  of  many  years.  Although  the  author  was  initially  adamant  that 
his  life  story  should  not  be  published  until  a  century  after  his  death, 
ensuring  that  anyone  he  spoke  about  would  be  deceased  by  the  time 
the  book  appeared — in  fact,  twenty-five  of  the  more  innocuous  chap¬ 
ters  were  published  during  his  lifetime.  Bom  in  Florida,  Missouri,  in 
1835,  Twain  died  in  1910  and  his  Autobiography  was  finally  published 
in  its  entirety  over  a  decade  later.  Since  then,  a  number  of  editors 
have  tried  to  make  sense  of  its  rambling,  experimental  form,  in  which 
Twain  eschews  chronology  and  often  consistency.  The  result  is  one  of 
the  more  innovative  and  intriguing  of  autobiographies. 

My  parents  removed  to  Missouri  in  the  early  ’thirties;  I  do 
not  remember  just  when,  for  I  was  not  bom  then  and  cared 
nothing  for  such  things.  It  was  a  long  journey  in  those  days,  and 
must  have  been  a  rough  and  tiresome  one.  The  home  was  made 
in  the  wee  village  of  Florida,  in  Monroe  County,  and  I  was  bom 
there  in  1835.  The  village  contained  a  hundred  people  and  I 
increased  the  population  by  one  per  cent.  It  is  more  than  many 
of  the  best  men  in  history  could  have  done  for  a  town.  It  may  not 
be  modest  in  me  to  refer  to  this,  but  it  is  true.  There  is  no  record 
of  a  person  doing  as  much — not  even  Shakespeare.  But  I  did  it 
for  Florida,  and  it  shows  that  I  could  have  done  it  for  any  place — 
even  London,  I  suppose. 

Recently  some  one  in  Missouri  has  sent  me  a  picture  of  the 
house  I  was  born  in.  Heretofore  I  have  always  stated  that  it  was 
a  palace,  but  I  shall  be  more  guarded  now. 

I  used  to  remember  my  brother  Henry  walking  into  a  fire 
outdoors  when  he  was  a  week  old.  It  was  remarkable  in  me  to 
remember  a  thing  like  that,  and  it  was  still  more  remarkable 
that  I  should  cling  to  the  delusion,  for  thirty  years,  that  I  did 
remember  it — for  of  course  it  never  happened;  he  would  not 
have  been  able  to  walk  at  that  age.  If  I  had  stopped  to  reflect, 

I  should  not  have  burdened  my  memory  with  that  impossible 
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rubbish  so  long.  It  is  believed  by  many  people  that  an  impres¬ 
sion  deposited  in  a  child’s  memory  within  the  first  two  years  of 
its  life  cannot  remain  there  five  years,  but  that  is  an  error.  The 
incident  of  Benvenuto  Cellini  and  the  salamander  must  be 
accepted  as  authentic  and  trustworthy;  and  then  that  remark¬ 
able  and  indisputable  instance  in  the  experience  of  Helen 
Keller — however,  I  will  speak  of  that  at  another  time.  For  many 
years  I  believed  that  I  remembered  helping  my  grandfather  to 
drink  his  whisky  toddy  when  I  was  six  weeks  old,  but  I  do  not 
tell  about  that  any  more,  now;  I  am  grown  old  and  my  memory 
is  not  as  active  as  it  used  to  be.  When  I  was  younger  I  could 
remember  anything,  whether  it  had  happened  or  not;  but  my 
faculties  are  decaying  now,  and  soon  I  shall  be  so  I  cannot 
remember  any  but  the  things  that  never  happened.  It  is  sad  to 
go  to  pieces  like  this,  but  we  all  have  to  do  it. 


Sixty- two 

Almost  There:  The  Onward  Journey  of  a  Dublin  Woman 
(2 003)  by  Nuala  O’Faolain  (1940-  ),  Irish  writer 

O’Faolin’s  first  memoir,  Are  You  Somebody  ?:  The  Accidental  Memoir  of 
a  Dublin  Woman  (1998),  began  life  as  an  introduction  to  a  collection 
of  her  weekly  columns  in  The  Irish  Times.  Her  account  of  being  single 
in  her  fifties  became  a  best-seller,  and  the  author,  at  the  age  of  fifty- 
six,  found  herself  famous.  O’Faolain  was  asked  to  write  a  novel  and  she 
decided  to  leave  her  home  in  Ireland  and  move  to  the  United  States 
to  do  so — a  period  that’s  recounted  in  the  second  volume  of  her  mem¬ 
oirs,  Almost  There:  The  Onward  Journey  of  a  Dublin  Woman,  excerpted 
here.  In  New  York,  O’Faolain  finds  love  again,  and  Almost  There 
becomes,  as  the  author  has  described  it,  “a  parable  about  miracles  that 
might  happen  to  anyone  in  middle  age.” 

My  hands  in  front  of  me  on  the  keyboard  are  veined  and 
freckled.  I  am  aware  of  my  physical  being  all  the  more 
intensely  because  all  I  do  is  write.  There’s  the  complex  feel  of  my 
body — the  curve  of  my  belly  against  my  thighs,  my  bare  feet  on 
the  wood  of  the  floor,  the  slight  ache  in  my  buttocks  from  long 
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hours  sitting  on  this  wooden  chair,  the  tension  in  my  right  hand 
from  holding  it,  hollowed,  over  the  laptop’s  mouse.  There’s  the 
hot,  still  air  on  my  skin.  All  summer  there  were  the  noises  of 
children  running  and  laughing  between  bikes  and  swings  out 
there,  and  when  the  last  of  their  calls  died  away,  after  nightfall, 
there  was  sometimes  in  the  silence  the  approaching  whisper  of  a 
heavy  shower  of  rain.  It  is  raining  now.  That  means  that  in  the 
morning  when  the  dog  and  I  go  down  the  grassy  slope  to  the  lake, 
my  canvas  shoes  will  squelch  with  wet  even  before  I  get  wet 
myself.  I  think  I  will  remember  forever  the  feel  of  the  wooden 
dock  here — how  it  tilts  slightly  forward  as  I  walk  out  along  it, 
how  the  cold  water  slides  across  the  warm  planks.  I  slip  in,  trying 
not  to  disturb  the  sheen  of  the  water.  The  ducks  paddle  calmly 
past  my  nose.  The  dog  is  crouched  above  the  bushes  on  the 
shore,  fascinated  by  the  traffic  of  bees.  I  go  back  up  to  the  apart¬ 
ment  and  shower,  and  walk  between  one  small  room  and 
another,  putting  on  a  kettle  for  tea,  looking  around  for  a  comb, 
hitting  a  key  on  the  laptop  to  light  the  screen  so  as  to  frown  over 
the  last  few  sentences  I’ve  written,  matching  them  against  their 
ideal  shape  in  my  head.  There’s  one  CD  I  play  a  lot,  of  cello  and 
piano  sonatas  by  Beethoven.  Sometimes  I’m  the  cello  and  some¬ 
times  the  piano.  The  big  refrigerator  whines.  You  can  open  its 
door  for  a  moment  to  get  a  waft  of  cool. 

Oh,  let  me  have  a  long  time  yet  in  this  beautiful  world  and 
let  him  stay  by  me  and  not  get  tired  of  my  difficulties!  I  rang 
up  the  Central  Statistics  Office  in  Dublin.  Yes,  statistically, 
an  Irishwoman  who  is  my  age  now  will  live  to  seventy-eight 
and  three  quarters.  That  gives  me  sixteen  and  a  half  years.  By 
then  maybe  I’ll  be  willing  to  die.  It  depends,  I  suppose,  on 
who  has  gone  before.  A  child  does  leave  a  playground,  how¬ 
ever  reluctantly,  when  all  the  friends  he’s  been  playing  with 
have  gone  home. 
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c$°  Sixty- three  c$° 

Period  Piece :  A  Cambridge  Childhood  (1952)  by  Gwen 
Raverat  (1885-1957),  English  engraver,  illustrator,  and 
writer 

Raverat  wrote  her  memoir  other  turn-of-the -century  childhood  in  the 
last  years  of  her  life.  She  was  born  Gwen  Darwin  in  Cambridge  in 
1885,  three  years  after  the  death  other  famous  grandfather,  Charles 
Darwin.  Period  Piece  is  a  beguiling  self-portrait  illustrated  throughout 
with  Raverat’s  drawings.  Raverat  also  designed  scenery  and  costumes 
for  the  ballet,  worked  as  an  art  critic,  and  achieved  especial  promi¬ 
nence  for  her  wood  engravings. 

When  I  look  back  on  those  years  when  I  was  neither  fish  nor 
flesh,  between  the  ages  of  sixteen  and  twenty-two,  I 
remember  them  as  an  uncomfortable  time,  and  sometimes  a  very 
unhappy  one.  Now  that  I  have  attained  the  status  of  Good  Red 
Herring,  I  may  at  last  be  allowed  to  say:  Oh  dear,  Oh  dear,  how 
horrid  it  was  being  young,  and  how  nice  it  is  being  old  and  not 
having  to  mind  what  people  think. 

The  Reveries  of  a  Solitary  Walker  (1782)  by  Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau  (1712-1778),  French  philosopher 

In  1770  Rousseau  returned  to  Paris,  after  a  period  in  exile  in  England. 
Here,  he  continued  to  work  on  his  autobiographical  masterpiece,  The 
Confessions,  although  under  the  terms  of  his  return  he  was  forbidden 
to  publish.  Six  years  later,  he  began  work  on  The  Reveries  of  The 
Solitary  Walker.  In  this  final  book,  Rousseau  re-creates  his  thought- 
processes  over  the  course  of  ten  walks.  The  tenth  “walk-essay”  was  left 
unfinished  at  the  time  of  his  death  in  1778.  Both  The  Confessions  and 
The  Reveries  were  published  posthumously. 

((I  become  old,  as  I  continue  to  learn.”  Solon  often  repeated 
this  line  in  his  old  age.  In  a  sense  I  could  say  it  in  mine  too;  it 
is  a  sorry  body  of  knowledge  that  the  experience  of  the  last 
twenty  years  has  given  me:  ignorance  would  even  be  preferable. 
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Perhaps  adversity  is  a  great  teacher,  but  he  charges  a  high  price 
for  his  lessons,  and  often  the  profit  we  take  from  them  is  not 
worth  the  price  they  have  cost  us.  Moreover,  before  we  have 
acquired  all  this  knowledge  from  such  belated  lessons,  their  rele¬ 
vance  to  us  passes.  Youth  is  the  time  to  study  wisdom;  old  age  is 
the  time  to  practise  it.  Experience  always  instructs  us,  I  confess; 
but  she  profits  only  in  respect  to  the  time  we  have  left  ahead  of 
us.  Is  this  the  time,  when  we  are  on  the  verge  of  dying,  to  learn 
how  we  should  have  lived? 

Ah,  what  is  the  use  of  shining  lights  so  late  and  so  painfully 
acquired  on  my  destiny  and  on  the  passions  of  others  who  have 
made  it  what  it  is!  I  have  learned  to  understand  men  better 
only  to  feel  better  the  misery  into  which  they  have  plunged  me, 
and  even  though  this  knowledge  uncovered  all  their  traps  it  did 
not  help  me  avoid  any  of  them.  Why  did  I  not  always  remain 
in  that  state  of  imbecilic  but  gentle  confidence  that  made  me 
for  so  many  years  the  prey  and  the  plaything  of  my  noisy 
friends,  without  ever  having  the  slightest  suspicion  of  all  the 
plots  they  were  weaving  around  me.  I  was  their  dupe  and  their 
victim,  it  is  true,  but  I  believed  myself  loved  by  them,  and  my 
heart  rejoiced  in  the  friendship  they  inspired  in  me,  all  the 
while  attributing  the  same  feelings  to  them.  These  gentle  illu¬ 
sions  have  been  destroyed.  The  sad  truth  that  time  and  reason 
have  revealed  to  me  in  making  me  experience  my  misfortune, 
has  made  me  see  that  there  is  no  remedy  and  that  the  only 
thing  to  do  is  to  resign  myself.  Thus,  all  the  experiences  of  my 
old  age  are  in  my  present  state  useless  to  me,  and  without  ben¬ 
efit  in  the  future. 

We  enter  the  race  at  birth,  we  leave  it  at  death.  What  use 
is  it  to  learn  how  to  drive  your  chariot  better  when  you  are  at 
the  end  of  your  career?  The  only  thing  left  to  do  is  to  wonder 
how  you  will  make  your  exit.  If  there  is  anything  left  for  an  old 
man  to  study,  it  is  solely  to  learn  how  to  die,  and  it  is  precisely 
this  that  we  do  least  at  my  age;  you  think  of  anything  besides 
that.  All  old  men  hold  onto  life  more  dearly  than  children  and 
leave  it  with  worse  grace  than  young  people.  It  is  because  all 
their  work  has  been  for  this  same  life,  and  they  see  at  its  end 
that  it  has  all  been  in  vain.  They  leave  everything  when  they 
depart,  all  their  cares,  all  their  goods,  all  the  fruits  of  their 
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laborious  endeavours.  They  have  not  dreamed  of  acquiring 
anything  during  their  lives  that  they  can  take  with  them  at 
death  .  .  . 

But  patience,  gentleness,  resignation,  integrity,  and  impar¬ 
tial  justice  are  goods  we  can  take  with  us,  and  with  which  we 
can  enrich  ourselves  endlessly,  without  fear  that  death  itself 
will  make  us  lose  their  value.  It  is  to  this  unique  and  useful 
study  that  I  devote  the  rest  of  my  old  age.  I  will  be  happy  if, 
through  my  self-improvement,  I  learn  to  leave  life,  not  better, 
for  that  is  impossible,  but  more  virtuous  than  I  entered  it. 


Sixty-five 

The  View  from  Eighty  (1980)  by  Malcolm  Cowley 
(1898-1989),  American  writer,  poet,  editor  and  critic 

In  1978,  Cowley  wrote  an  article  on  the  subject  of  turning  eighty  for 
Life  magazine.  After  a  deluge  of  enthusiastic  letters  from  fellow  octo¬ 
genarians,  he  expanded  the  piece  to  create  a  short  book  called  The 
View  from  Eighty.  Cowley  had  already  established  himself  as  a 
spokesman  for  his  generation  with  his  memoir,  Exile’s  Return  (1934), 
about  the  period  he  spent  in  Paris  after  the  First  World  War  and  the 
authors  and  artists  he  met  there.  In  1923  Cowley  returned  to  the 
United  States,  becoming  the  literary  editor  of  the  New  Republic  and, 
later,  literary  advisor  to  Viking  Press. 

I  remember  a  morning  many  years  ago  when  I  was  backing  out 
of  the  parking  lot  near  the  railroad  station  in  Brewster,  New 
York.  There  was  a  near  collision.  The  driver  of  the  other  car 
jumped  out  and  started  to  abuse  me;  he  had  his  fists  ready.  Then 
he  looked  hard  at  me  and  said,  “Why,  you’re  an  old  man.”  He  got 
back  into  his  car,  slammed  the  door,  and  drove  away,  while  I 
stood  there  fuming. 

“I’m  only  sixty-five,”  I  thought.  “He  wasn’t  driving  carefully.  I 
can  still  take  care  of  myself  in  a  car,  or  in  a  fight,  for  that  matter.” 

My  hair  was  whiter — it  may  have  been  in  1974 — when  a 
young  woman  rose  and  offered  me  her  seat  in  a  Madison 
Avenue  bus.  That  message  was  kind  and  also  devastating. 
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“Can’t  I  even  stand  up?”  I  thought  as  I  thanked  her  and 
declined  the  seat.  But  the  same  thing  happened  twice  the  fol¬ 
lowing  year,  and  the  second  time  I  gratefully  accepted  the  offer, 
though  with  a  sense  of  having  diminished  myself.  “People  are 
right  about  me,”  I  thought  while  wondering  why  all  those  kind 
gestures  were  made  by  women.  Do  men  now  regard  themselves 
as  the  weaker  sex,  not  called  upon  to  show  consideration?  All 
the  same,  it  was  a  relief  to  sit  down  and  relax. 

Brando:  Songs  My  Mother  Taught  Me  (1994)  by  Marlon 

Brando  (1924-2004),  American  film  actor 

See  description  on  page  sixty-three. 

I  suppose  the  first  memory  I  have  was  when  I  was  too  young  to 
remember  how  young  I  was.  I  opened  my  eyes,  looked  around 
in  the  mouse-colored  light  and  realized  that  Ermi  was  still 
asleep,  so  I  dressed  myself  as  best  I  could  and  went  down  the 
stairs,  left  foot  first  on  each  step.  I  had  to  scuff  my  way  to  the 
porch  because  I  couldn’t  buckle  my  sandals.  I  sat  on  the  one 
step  in  the  sun  at  the  dead  end  of  Thirty-second  Street  and 
waited.  It  must  have  been  spring  because  the  big  tree  in  front 
of  the  house  was  shedding  pods  with  two  wings  like  a  dragon¬ 
fly.  On  days  when  there  wasn’t  any  wind,  they  would  spin 
around  in  the  air  as  they  drifted  softly  to  the  ground. 

I  watched  them  float  all  the  way  down,  sitting  with  my  neck 
craned  back  until  my  mouth  opened  and  holding  out  my  hand 
just  in  case,  but  they  never  landed  on  it.  When  one  hit  the 
ground  I’d  look  up  again,  my  eyes  darting,  waiting  for  the  next 
magical  event,  the  sun  warming  the  yellow  hairs  on  my  head. 

Waiting  like  that  for  the  next  magic  was  as  good  a  moment 
as  any  other  that  I  can  remember  in  the  last  sixty-five  years. 

The  Path  to  Power  (1995)  by  Margaret  Thatcher  (1925-  ), 
English  politician 

Thatcher’s  years  in  power  are  covered  in  the  first  volume  of  her  mem¬ 
oirs,  The  Downing  Street  Years  (1993).  In  the  second  volume  of  her 
memoirs,  excerpted  here.  She  looks  back  on  her  earlier  and  later 
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life — her  time  as  a  student,  her  marriage,  her  journey  from  back¬ 
bencher  to  leader  of  the  Conservative  Party,  and  her  eventual  resig¬ 
nation  as  Prime  Minister  in  1990.  Thatcher  won  her  first  seat  to  the 
House  of  Commons  in  1959  and  became  Great  Britain’s  first  woman 
Prime  Minister  in  1979.  She  was  made  a  Conservative  peer  in  1992. 

On  28  November  1990,  as  I  left  10  Downing  Street  for  the  last 
time  eleven  years,  six  months  and  twenty-four  days  after  I 
first  set  foot  there  as  Prime  Minister,  I  was  tormented  by  a  whirl  of 
conflicting  and  confused  thoughts  and  emotions.  I  had  passed  from 
the  welllit  world  of  public  life  where  I  had  lived  so  long  into.  .  . 
what?  Yet,  though  I  may  have  leapt — or  been  pushed — into  the 
dark,  I  was  not  in  free  fall.  I  had  my  family  and  my  health.  I  also 
found  that  there  was  an  abundance  of  friends  to  give  me  moral  and 
practical  help. 

Alistair  McAlpine  lent  me  his  house  in  Great  College 
Street,  close  to  the  Palace  of  Westminster,  to  serve  as  a  tempo¬ 
rary  office.  When  Denis,  Mark  and  I  arrived  there,  I  found  a  lit¬ 
tle  sitting  room  for  me  to  work  in.  John  Whittingdale,  who  had 
been  my  Political  Secretary  as  Prime  Minister,  and  several 
other  old  and  new  faces  were  waiting  to  greet  me.  As  for  our 
own  house,  which  Denis  and  I  had  bought  in  Dulwich  partly  as 
an  investment  and  partly  to  provide  for  emergencies  (although 
we  had  hardly  foreseen  this  one),  neither  of  us  really  wanted  to 
keep  it.  It  was  too  far  from  Westminster  and  somehow  in  spite 
of  all  that  had  happened  we  both  assumed  that  whatever  else  I 
was  to  do,  “retirement”  was  not  an  option.  I  wanted  and  prob¬ 
ably  needed  to  earn  a  living.  In  any  case,  I  would  have  gone 
mad  without  work. 

It  took  some  time  before  we  found  somewhere  suitable  to 
live;  to  begin  with  we  were  lent  a  lovely  flat  in  Eaton  Square  by 
Mrs.  Henry  Ford.  But  finding  work  to  do  was  certainly  no  prob¬ 
lem.  There  were  countless  letters  to  write  in  answer  to  messages 
of  commiseration,  which  had  deeply  moved  me.  Some  of  my 
correspondents  were  in  despair.  I,  myself,  was  merely  depressed. 
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This  Wild  Darkness:  The  Story  of  My  Death  (1996)  by 
Harold  Brodkey  (1930-1996),  American  writer 

Brodkey  was  diagnosed  with  AIDS  in  the  spring  of  1993,  and 
announced  his  diagnosis  in  The  New  Yorker  soon  afterwards.  His 
reports  and  diary  entries  from  his  deathbed  were  published  in  that 
magazine  over  the  next  three  years  and  then  gathered  into  a  book, 
This  Wild  Darkness:  The  Story  of  My  Death.  The  memoir  forms  a 
chronicle  of  the  disease,  its  physical  effects  and  the  politics  surround¬ 
ing  it,  as  well  as  providing  reflections  on  the  author’s  past  and  the 
approach  of  his  death.  Brodkey,  who  was  bom  Aaron  Weintraub  in 
1930,  published  his  first  novel,  The  Runaway  Soul  in  1991,  a  book  that 
was  thirty  years  in  the  writing.  This  Wild  Darkness  appeared  in  book 
form  in  1996,  the  year  of  his  death. 

October  25,  1995:  it  is  my  birthday.  And  for  the  first  time  in 
my  adult  life,  it  matters  to  me  that  the  age  I  have  reached 
is  a  specific  number.  I  am  sixty-five  years  old,  but  it  is  not  so 
much  that  I  am  sixty-five  as  the  idea  of  birth  and  near  old  age 
and  now  death.  I  do  not  know  at  what  rate  of  speed  I  am  mov¬ 
ing  toward  my  death.  The  doctors  cannot  tell  me — the  only  hard 
medical  fact  with  AIDS  is  death.  The  hard  social  fact  is  the  suf¬ 
fering.  One  approaches  the  end  of  consciousness — or  the  end  of 
consciousness  approaches  one — and  strange  alterations  of  the 
self  occur:  a  hope  of  cure,  a  half-belief  in  treatments  that  could 
extend  life.  (By  a  year,  by  two  years?  Three  years  is  so  vast  a  time, 
one  thinks  of  life  as  being  extended  indefinitely  if  one  can  hope 
to  live  three  more  years.) 

The  less  luck  one  has,  the  stronger  is  one’s  new  conviction 
in  one’s  luck.  This  while  the  doctors  back  away.  They  have 
nothing  more  to  offer.  They  conserve  their  energies  and  the 
hospital’s  medical  resources,  but  what  it  feels  like  is  being 
locked  out  of  the  house  when  I  was  six  years  old.  The  experi¬ 
ence  is  closer  to  the  early,  angrier  descriptions  of  AIDS  than  I 
had  expected  it  would  be  for  me  or  others  after  all  these  years. 

I  am  sleeping  without  a  detritus  of  dreams  or  symbols  now, 
without  images,  not  lions  or  tigers,  not  flowers  or  light,  not 
Jesus  or  Moses — but  a  few  memories,  chiefly  of  childhood,  per¬ 
haps  because  of  the  night  sweats,  which  I  have  all  day  long 
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sometimes.  I  am  rolling  down  the  grassy  hill  behind  the  house 
in  Alton.  It  is  twilight.  Dark  shapes  flit  in  the  air — bats,  I  say 
now,  like  a  schoolchild  answering  a  question  in  class.  And  the 
birdsong!  The  pre-DDT  birdsong:  I  had  no  idea  I  missed  it  so 
harshly.  Sing!  Chitter!  A  train  travels  on  the  tracks  below  the 
cliff,  below  the  limestone  bluff.  Chug-a-chug,  chuff-chuff.  The 
grown-ups  sit  in  those  heavy  wooden  lawn  chairs  of  the  1930s: 
so  still,  so  handsome.  And  I,  a  pudgy  child  who  will  not  use 
words  yet,  this  soon  after  his  mother’s  death,  in  high-sided 
shoes  and  white  socks,  I  am  shouting,  yelling,  in  my  own  sort 
of  birdsong,  yelling  and  grumbling  as  I  roll;  stones  and  pebbles 
bite  into  my  ribs.  I  am  magnifying  my  size  with  the  sound  I 
make.  Faster  and  faster  I  go,  then  either  my  father  stops  me  or 
I  curl  up  against  a  tree  trunk,  I’m  not  sure  which. 

The  change  in  momentum  changed  everything,  how  the 
light  darkened  and  had  a  name,  like  dusk;  how  the  trees  and 
faces  emerged  and  could  be  named.  I  remember  feeling  large 
from  the  adventure  but  small  as  well,  factually  small.  And 
because  I  was  in  my  own  mind  no  one  thing,  large  or  small  or 
boy  or  son  of  this  household,  I  remember  the  dreamlikeness  of 
being  no  one,  of  being  lifted  and  of  being  of  no  important 
weight.  The  smells,  the  grass,  my  father’s  shirt — they  were 
more  important  than  I  was.  I  was  no  one  and  nothing,  about  to 
be  devoured  by  sleep. 

The  Life  of  David  Hume,  Esq .  written  hy  himself  (1776)  by 
David  Hume  (1711-1776),  Scottish  philosopher,  econo¬ 
mist,  and  historian 

Hume’s  brief  account  of  his  life  was  written  on  his  deathbed,  his  inten¬ 
tion  being  to  provide  a  useful  preface  to  subsequent  editions  of  his 
work.  When  it  was  published  in  a  separate  pamphlet  the  following  year, 
critics  were  quick  to  point  out  what  they  felt  was  missing  from  his 
account — despite  Hume’s  proximity  to  death,  his  final  statement  did 
not  include  any  repudiation  of  his  lifelong  atheism.  In  his  writings 
Hume  explored  the  subjects  of  philosophy,  history,  politics,  and  eco¬ 
nomics  without  recourse  to  religious  thought,  and  he  remained  a  skep¬ 
tic  to  the  last.  He  died  from  an  internal  disorder  in  Edinburgh,  the 
place  of  his  birth,  in  1776. 
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In  spring,  1775, 1  was  struck  with  a  disorder  in  my  bowels,  which 
at  first  gave  me  no  alarm,  but  has  since,  as  I  apprehend  it, 
become  mortal  and  incurable.  I  now  reckon  upon  a  speedy  disso¬ 
lution.  I  have  suffered  very  little  pain  from  my  disorder;  and,  what 
is  more  strange,  have,  notwithstanding  the  great  decline  of  my  per¬ 
son,  never  suffered  a  moment’s  abatement  of  my  spirits;  insomuch 
that  were  I  to  name  a  period  of  my  life  which  I  should  most  choose 
to  pass  over  again,  I  might  be  tempted  to  point  to  this  later  period. 
I  possess  the  same  ardour  as  ever  in  study,  and  the  same  gaiety  in 
company.  I  consider,  besides,  that  a  man  at  sixty-five,  by  dying, 
cuts  off  only  a  few  years  of  infirmities;  and  though  I  see  many 
symptoms  of  my  literary  reputation’s  breaking  out  at  last  with  addi¬ 
tional  lustre,  I  know  that  I  could  have  but  very  few  years  to  enjoy 
it.  It  is  difficult  to  be  more  detached  from  life  than  I  am  at  present. 

To  conclude  historically  with  my  own  character.  I  am,  or 
rather  was  (for  that  is  the  style  I  must  now  use  in  speaking  of 
myself,  which  emboldens  me  the  more  to  speak  my  sentiments) 
I  was,  I  say,  a  man  of  mild  disposition,  of  command  of  temper, 
of  an  open,  social,  and  cheerful  humour,  capable  of  attachment, 
but  little  susceptible  of  enmity,  and  of  great  moderation  in  all 
my  passions.  Even  my  love  of  literary  fame,  my  ruling  passion, 
never  soured  my  temper,  notwithstanding  my  frequent  disap¬ 
pointments.  My  company  was  not  acceptable  to  the  young  and 
careless,  as  well  as  to  the  studious  and  literary;  and  as  I  took  a 
particular  pleasure  in  the  company  of  modest  women,  I  had  not 
reason  to  be  displeased  with  the  reception  I  met  with  from 
them.  In  a  word,  though  most  men,  anywise  eminent,  have 
found  reason  to  complain  of  calumny,  I  never  was  touched,  or 
even  attacked,  by  her  baleful  tooth;  and  though  I  wantonly 
exposed  myself  to  the  rage  of  both  civil  and  religious  factions, 
they  seemed  to  be  disarmed  in  my  behalf  of  their  wonted  fury. 
My  friends  never  had  occasion  to  vindicate  any  one  circum¬ 
stance  of  my  character  and  conduct:  not  but  that  the  zealots, 
we  may  well  suppose,  would  have  been  glad  to  invent  and  prop¬ 
agate  any  story  to  my  disadvantage,  but  they  could  never  find 
any  which  they  thought  would  wear  the  face  of  probability.  I 
cannot  say  there  is  no  vanity  in  making  this  funeral  oration  of 
myself;  but  I  hope  it  is  not  a  misplaced  one;  and  this  is  a  mat¬ 
ter  of  fact  which  is  easily  cleared  and  ascertained. 
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Autobiography  (1889)  by  T.  H.  Huxley  (1825-1895), 
English  scientist 

Huxley  wrote  his  memoir  under  a  degree  of  duress — at  the  request  of 
an  editor  who  wanted  to  write  a  biography,  he  penned  a  brief  sketch 
of  himself  to  prevent  an  unreliable  account  being  written.  Only  four 
thousand  words  in  length,  the  Autobiography  is  for  the  most  part  a  list 
of  the  key  events  of  the  scientist’s  professional  career  and,  as  a  result, 
omits  many  of  the  more  intriguing  aspects  of  his  story.  (  Huxley  fails 
to  mention  that  his  conversion  to  agnosticism — a  term  he  in  fact 
coined — came  about  while  grieving  after  the  death  of  his  young  son.) 
Huxley  devoted  his  life  to  promoting  science,  its  teaching  in  schools 
and  universities,  and  defending  the  scientific  advances  of  his  age, 
earning  himself  the  nickname  “Darwin’s  bulldog.” 

The  last  thing  that  it  would  be  proper  for  me  to  do  would  be 
to  speak  of  the  work  of  my  life,  or  to  say,  at  the  end  of  the 
day,  whether  I  think  I  have  earned  my  wages  or  not.  Men  are  said 
to  be  partial  judges  of  themselves — young  men  may  be,  I  doubt  if 
old  men  are.  Life  seems  terribly  foreshortened  as  they  look  back; 
and  the  mountain  they  set  themselves  to  climb  in  youth  turns 
out  to  be  a  mere  spur  of  immeasurably  higher  ranges,  when,  with 
failing  breath,  they  reach  the  top.  But  if  I  may  speak  of  the 
objects  I  have  had  more  or  less  definitely  in  view  since  I  began 
the  ascent  of  my  hillock,  they  are  briefly  these:  to  promote  the 
increase  of  natural  knowledge  and  to  forward  the  application  of 
scientific  methods  of  investigation  to  all  the  problems  of  life  to 
the  best  of  my  ability,  in  the  conviction — which  has  grown  with 
my  growth  and  strengthened  with  my  strength — that  there  is  no 
alleviation  for  the  sufferings  of  mankind  except  veracity  of 
thought  and  action,  and  the  resolute  facing  of  the  world  as  it  is, 
when  the  garment  of  make-believe,  by  which  pious  hands  have 
hidden  its  uglier  features,  is  stripped  off. 

It  is  with  this  intent  that  I  have  subordinated  any  reason¬ 
able  or  unreasonable  ambition  for  scientific  fame,  which  I  may 
have  permitted  myself  to  entertain,  to  other  ends;  to  the  popu¬ 
larization  of  science;  to  the  development  and  organization  of 
scientific  education;  to  the  endless  series  of  battles  and  skir¬ 
mishes  over  evolution;  and  to  untiring  opposition  to  that  eccle- 
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siastical  spirit,  that  clericalism,  which  in  England,  as  every¬ 
where  else,  and  to  whatever  denomination  it  may  belong,  is  the 
deadly  enemy  of  science. 

In  striving  for  the  attainment  of  these  objects,  I  have  been 
but  one  among  many,  and  I  shall  be  well  content  to  be  remem¬ 
bered,  or  even  not  remembered,  as  such. 


Sixty^six 

All  Rivers  Run  to  the  Sea:  Memoirs  (1994)  by  Elie  Wiesel 
(1928 — ),  Romanian- American  writer  and  humanitarian 

See  description  on  page  172. 

((Memoirs?”  people  ask.  “What’s  the  hurry?  Why  don’t  you  wait 
awhile?”  It  puzzles  me.  Wait  for  what?  And  for  how  long?  I  fail 
to  see  what  age  has  to  do  with  memory.  I  am  sixty-six  years  old, 
and  I  belong  to  a  generation  obsessed  by  a  thirst  to  retain  and 
transmit  everything.  For  no  other  has  the  commandment 
Zachor— Remember! — had  such  meaning. 

You  have  plenty  of  time,  people  tell  me.  Time  for  what — to 
let  oblivion  wipe  out  the  victims”  final  traces?  To  explore  the 
planet,  witnessing  its  degradation? 

To  write  your  memoirs  is  to  draw  up  a  balance  sheet  of  your 
life  so  far.  Am  I  ready  for  a  final  reckoning?  Memory,  after  all, 
may  well  prove  voracious  and  intrusive.  Remembering  means  to 
shine  a  merciless  light  on  faces  and  events,  to  say  “No”  to  the 
sands  that  bury  words  and  to  forgetfulness  and  death.  Is  that  not 
too  ambitious? 

It’s  been  years  since  I  was  young.  But  I  would  love  to  redis¬ 
cover,  to  recapture,  if  not  the  anguish  and  exaltation  that  I 
once  felt,  then  at  least  the  road  leading  to  them. 

A  Writer’s  Recollections  (1918)  by  Mary  Augusta  Ward 
(1851-1920),  English  writer 

In  her  memoir,  Ward  devotes  herself  to  describing  her  times  and  the 
people  she  knew,  with  an  occasional  diversion  into  a  personal  musing 


376  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 

such  as  the  one  included  here.  Bom  in  Tasmania  to  English  parents,  this 
prolific  novelist  began  to  write  and  publish  as  a  teenager.  Ward  was 
instrumental  in  the  founding  of  Oxford’s  Somerville  College  for  women 
and  also  established  a  settlement  for  working-class  men  and  women  in 
London.  Despite  her  many  achievements,  she  was  opposed  to  women 
having  the  vote  and  was  made  president  of  the  Anti-Suffrage  League  in 
1908.  Even  so,  Ward  was  convinced  that  women  should  have  a  role  in 
local  government  and  in  the  press — during  the  First  World  War  she 
reported  from  the  Front  and  shortly  before  her  death  in  1920,  she 
became  one  of  the  first  female  magistrates  in  Great  Britain. 

Do  we  all  become  garrulous  and  confidential  as  we  approach 
the  gates  of  old  age?  Is  it  that  we  instinctively  feel,  and  can¬ 
not  help  asserting,  our  one  advantage  over  the  younger  genera¬ 
tion,  which  has  so  many  over  us? — the  one  advantage  of  time! 

After  all,  it  is  not  disputable  that  we  have  lived  longer  than 
they.  When  they  talk  of  past  poets,  or  politicians,  or  novelists, 
whom  the  young  still  deign  to  remember,  of  whom  for  once 
their  estimate  agrees  with  ours,  we  can  sometimes  put  in  a 
quiet,  “I  saw  him” — or,  “I  talked  with  him” — which  for  the 
moment  wins  the  conversational  race.  And  as  we  elders  fall 
back  before  the  brilliance  and  glitter  of  the  New  Age,  advanc¬ 
ing  “like  an  army  with  banners”,  this  mere  prerogative  of  years 
becomes  in  itself  a  precious  possession.  After  all,  we  cannot 
divest  ourselves  of  it,  if  we  would.  It  is  better  to  make  friends 
with  it — to  turn  it  into  a  kind  of  panache— to  wear  it  with  an 
air,  since  wear  it  we  must. 

So  as  the  years  draw  on  toward  the  Biblical  limit,  the  incli¬ 
nation  to  look  back,  and  to  tell  some  sort  of  story  of  what  one 
has  seen,  grows  upon  most  of  us.  I  cannot  hope  that  what  I 
have  to  say  will  be  very  interesting  to  many.  A  life  spent  largely 
among  books,  and  in  the  exercise  of  a  literary  profession,  has 
very  obvious  drawbacks,  as  a  subject-matter,  when  one  comes 
to  write  about  it.  I  can  only  attempt  it  with  any  success,  if  my 
readers  will  allow  me  a  large  psychological  element.  The 
thoughts  and  opinions  of  one  human  being,  if  they  are  sincere, 
must  always  have  an  interest  for  some  other  human  beings.  The 
world  is  there  to  think  about;  and  if  we  have  lived,  or  are  liv¬ 
ing,  with  any  sort  of  energy,  we  must  have  thought  about  it,  and 
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about  ourselves  in  relation  to  it — thought  “furiously”  often. 
And  it  is  out  of  the  many  “thinkings”  of  many  folk,  strong  or 
weak,  dull  or  far-ranging,  that  thought  itself  grows.  For  progress 
surely,  whether  in  men  or  nations,  means  only  a  richer  knowl¬ 
edge;  the  more  impressions,  therefore,  on  the  human  intelli¬ 
gence  that  we  can  seize  and  record,  the  most  sensitive  becomes 
that  intelligence  itself. 

But  of  course  the  difficulty  lies  in  the  seizing  and  recording — 
in  the  choice,  that  is,  of  what  to  say,  and  how  to  say  it.  In  this 
choice,  as  I  look  back  over  more  than  half  a  century,  I  can  only 
follow — and  trust — the  same  sort  of  instinct  that  one  follows  in 
the  art  of  fiction.  I  shall  be  telling  what  is  primarily  true,  or  as  true 
as  I  can  make  it,  as  distinguished  from  what  is  primarily  imagina¬ 
tion,  built  on  truth.  But  the  truth  one  uses  in  fiction  must  be 
interesting!  Milton  expresses  that  in  the  words  “sensuous”  and 
“passionate”  which  he  applies  to  poetry  in  the  Areopagitica.  And 
the  same  thing  applies  to  autobiography,  where  selection  is  even 
more  necessary  than  in  fiction.  Nothing  ought  to  be  told,  I  think, 
that  does  not  interest  or  kindle  one’s  own  mind  in  looking  back; 
it  is  the  only  condition  on  which  one  can  hope  to  interest  or  kin¬ 
dle  other  minds.  And  this  means  that  one  ought  to  handle  things 
broadly,  taking  only  the  salient  points  in  the  landscape  of  the 
past,  and  of  course  with  as  much  detachment  as  possible.  Though 
probably  in  the  end  one  will  have  to  admit — egotists  that  we  all 
are! — that  not  much  detachment  is  possible. 


Sixty-seven 

“Recollections  of  the  Development  of  My  Mind  and 
Character”  (1876)  by  Charles  Darwin  (1809-1882), 
English  naturalist 

See  description  on  page  114. 

After  several  fruitless  searches  in  Surrey  and  elsewhere,  we 
found  this  house  and  purchased  it.  I  was  pleased  with  the 
diversified  appearance  of  the  vegetation  proper  to  a  chalk  dis¬ 
trict,  and  so  unlike  what  I  had  been  accustomed  to  in  the 
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Midland  counties;  and  still  more  pleased  with  the  extreme 
quietness  and  rusticity  of  the  place.  It  is  not,  however,  quite  so 
retired  a  place  as  a  writer  in  a  German  periodical  makes  it, 
who  says  that  my  house  can  be  approached  only  by  mule- 
track!  Our  fixing  ourselves  here  has  answered  admirably  in  one 
way  which  we  did  not  anticipate,  namely,  by  being  very  con¬ 
venient  for  frequent  visits  from  our  children,  who  never  miss 
an  opportunity  of  doing  so  when  they  can. 

Few  persons  can  have  lived  a  more  retired  life  than  we  have 
done.  Besides  short  visits  to  the  houses  of  relations,  and  occa¬ 
sionally  to  the  seaside  and  elsewhere,  we  have  gone  nowhere. 
During  the  first  part  of  our  residence  we  went  a  little  into  soci¬ 
ety,  and  received  a  few  friends  here;  but  my  health  almost 
always  suffered  from  the  excitement,  violent  shivering  and 
vomiting  attacks  being  thus  brought  on.  I  have  therefore  been 
compelled  for  many  years  to  give  up  all  dinner-parties;  and  this 
has  been  something  of  a  deprivation  to  me,  as  such  parties 
always  put  me  into  high  spirits.  From  the  same  cause  I  have 
been  able  to  invite  here  very  few  scientific  acquaintances. 
Whilst  I  was  young  and  strong  I  was  capable  of  very  warm 
attachments,  but  of  late  years,  though  I  still  have  very  friendly 
feelings  towards  many  persons,  I  have  lost  the  power  of  becom¬ 
ing  deeply  attached  to  anyone,  not  even  so  deeply  to  my  good 
and  dear  friends  Hooker  and  Huxley,  as  I  should  formerly  have 
been.  As  far  as  I  can  judge  this  grievous  loss  of  feeling  has  grad¬ 
ually  crept  over  me,  from  the  expectation  of  much  distress 
afterwards  from  exhaustion  having  become  firmly  associated  in 
my  mind  with  seeing  and  talking  with  anyone  for  an  hour, 
except  my  wife  and  children. 

My  chief  enjoyment  and  sole  employment  throughout  life 
has  been  scientific  work;  and  the  excitement  from  such  work 
makes  me  for  the  time  forget,  or  drives  quite  away,  my  daily 
discomfort. 

Autobiographical  Notes  (1949)  by  Albert  Einstein 
(1879-1955),  German-Swiss  physicist 


See  description  on  page  137. 
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Here  I  sit  in  order  to  write,  at  the  age  of  sixty-seven,  something 
like  my  own  obituary.  I  am  doing  this  not  merely  because  Dr. 
Schilpp  has  persuaded  me  to  do  it,  but  because  I  do,  in  fact,  believe 
that  it  is  a  good  thing  to  show  those  who  are  striving  alongside  of 
us  how  our  own  striving  and  searching  appears  in  retrospect.  After 
some  reflection,  I  felt  how  imperfect  any  such  attempt  is  bound  to 
be.  For,  however  brief  and  limited  one’s  working  life  may  be,  and 
however  predominant  may  be  the  way  of  error,  the  exposition  of 
that  which  is  worthy  of  communication  does  nonetheless  not 
come  easy — today’s  person  of  sixty-seven  is  by  no  means  the  same 
as  was  the  one  of  fifty,  of  thirty,  or  of  twenty.  Every  reminiscence 
is  colored  by  one’s  present  state,  hence  by  a  deceptive  point  of 
view.  This  consideration  could  easily  deter  one.  Nevertheless 
much  can  be  gathered  out  of  one’s  own  experience  that  is  not  open 
to  another  consciousness. 


Sixty-eight 

Blackberry  Winter :  My  Earlier  Years  (1972)  by  Margaret 
Mead  (1901-1978),  American  anthropologist 

Mead  was  bom  in  Philadelphia  in  1901  and  published  her  ground-break¬ 
ing  work  of  cultural  anthropology,  Coming  of  Age  in  Samoa  in  1928.  The 
book,  the  result  of  her  PhD  fieldwork  in  Polynesia,  explains  how  pre¬ 
vailing  culture  shapes  the  development  of  adolescent  women,  and  the 
extent  to  which  sexual  and  gender-specific  behavior  is  learned,  not 
innate.  Her  autobiography,  Blackberry  Winter:  My  Earlier  Years,  written 
in  her  early  seventies,  deals  with  her  own  childhood  and  teenage  years, 
the  cultural  forces  that  helped  to  forge  her  personality,  and  her  experi¬ 
ences  of  being  a  mother  to  her  daughter  Catherine,  and  grandmother  to 
her  granddaughter  Sevanne. 

As  the  years  went  by,  I  had  carefully  not  let  myself  hope  that  I 
would  have  grandchildren,  as  I  knew  before  Catherine  had 
children  I  would  be  old  enough  to  be  a  great-grandmother.  Great- 
grandmotherhood  is  something  we  do  not  think  of  as  a  likely  pos¬ 
sibility  of  the  human  condition,  even  now  when  it  is  becoming 
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But  I  did  think  how  delightful  it  would  be,  if  it  happened, 
to  see  my  daughter  with  a  child.  And  I  wondered  what  kind  of 
child  Catherine  and  Barkev  Kassarjian  would  have — she  with 
her  long  ancestry  from  the  British  Isles  and  he  with  his  long 
Armenian  heritage  in  the  Middle  East,  she  with  her  English 
fairness  and  he  with  his  dark  eyes  and  black  hair.  Thinking 
back  to  my  grandmother  and  my  mother  and  the  kind  of 
mother  I  had  tried  to  be  and  remembering  all  the  different 
kinds  of  mothering  people  who  had  cared  for  my  daughter  in 
her  childhood — her  English  nanny,  her  lovely  young  aunt 
Mary,  and  her  devoted  godmother,  Aunt  Marie,  who  brought 
in  the  generation  of  my  grandmother’s  day  when  people 
respected  heirlooms  and  passed  their  dolls  on  from  generation 
to  generation — I  wondered  what  kind  of  child  my  daughter 
would  have  and  what  kind  of  mother  she  would  be. 

Rather  carefully  I  also  did  not  think  too  much  about  the 
kind  of  father  my  son-in-law  would  be,  just  as,  earlier,  I  had  not 
permitted  myself  to  daydream  about  a  son-in-law.  When  Biddy 
Barlow  asked  me,  just  before  Catherine  was  married,  “Whose 
side  are  you  going  to  take?”  I  realized  with  a  jolt  that  such  a 
contingency  had  not  occurred  to  me.  So  carefully  had  I 
restricted  my  day-dreaming  to  what  Barkev  meant  to  Catherine 
that  I  had  left  myself  out.  It  was  an  added  delight,  then,  to  dis¬ 
cover  that  I  enjoyed  him  very  much.  I  appreciated  and  took 
great  pleasure  in  his  analytical  mind,  his  keen  enjoyment  of  all 
the  concrete  details  of  life,  his  sensitive  regard  for  persons  and 
lively  respect  for  the  nature  of  things. 

When  Catherine  and  Barkev  lost  their  first  baby  in  the 
Philippines — Martin,  who  was  born  too  soon  and  lived  only 
long  enough  to  be  christened  and  registered  as  a  citizen — I 
knew  that  they  both  wanted  a  child  very  much.  I  knew  also 
that  bereavement  had  catapulted  Catherine  into  the  same  posi¬ 
tion  in  which  I  had  been  placed  by  a  long  series  of  disappointed 
hopes;  just  as  I  had  been,  she  was  potentially  an  overprotective 
mother.  And  as  I  had  done,  she  would  have  to  school  herself  to 
give  her  child  the  freedom  to  take  risks.  I  could  feel  again  the 
terrible  tingle  in  the  calves  of  my  legs  that  I  had  felt  when 
Cathy  became  an  intrepid  climber  of  tall  pine  trees .  .  . 

The  baby  was  due  in  September.  Like  so  many  other  people 
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in  the  United  States,  Catherine  and  Barkev  planned  to  move 
just  before  the  baby  was  bom,  and  so  added  to  other  complica¬ 
tions  all  the  confusion  of  making  a  new  home. 

When  they  moved  in,  the  newly  remodeled  house — in 
which  there  was  a  small  apartment  for  a  baby-sitting  young  pro¬ 
fessional  couple — was  not  finished.  Teaching  began,  and  the 
baby  was  not  yet  born.  In  the  end,  in  spite  of  careful  planning, 
something  went  wrong  with  the  telephone  connection  to 
Barkev,  a  few  blocks  away,  and  Catherine  was  taken  to  the  hos¬ 
pital  in  the  fire  chief’s  car  summoned  from  the  concerned  fire 
department  across  the  street.  It  was  a  modem  version  of  having 
the  baby  bom  while  the  mother  is  out  fishing  in  a  canoe,  far 
from  the  village  and  the  waiting  midwife. 

When  the  news  came  that  Sevanne  Margaret  was  born,  I 
suddenly  realized  that  through  no  act  of  my  own  I  had  become 
biologically  related  to  a  new  human  being.  This  was  one  thing 
that  had  never  come  up  in  discussions  of  grandparenthood  and 
had  never  before  occurred  to  me.  In  many  primitive  societies 
grandparents  and  grandchildren  are  aligned  together.  A  child 
who  has  to  treat  his  father  with  extreme  respect  may  joke  with 
his  grandfather  and  playfully  call  his  grandmother  “wife.”  The 
tag  that  grandparents  and  grandchildren  get  along  so  well 
because  they  have  a  common  enemy  is  explicitly  faced  in  many 
societies.  In  our  own  society  the  point  most  often  made  is  that 
grandparents  can  enjoy  their  grandchildren  because  they  have 
no  responsibility  for  them,  they  do  not  have  to  discipline  them 
and  they  lack  the  guilt  and  anxiety  of  parenthood.  All  these 
things  were  familiar.  But  I  had  never  thought  how  strange  it 
was  to  be  involved  at  a  distance  in  the  birth  of  a  biological 
descendant .  .  . 

In  the  presence  of  grandparent  and  grandchild,  past  and 
future  merge  in  the  present.  Looking  at  a  loved  child,  one  can¬ 
not  say,  “We  must  sacrifice  this  generation  for  the  next.  Many 
must  die  now  so  that  later  others  may  live.”  This  is  the  argu¬ 
ment  that  generations  of  old  men,  cut  off  from  children,  have 
used  in  sending  young  men  out  to  die  in  war.  Nor  can  one  say, 
“I  want  this  child  to  live  well  no  matter  how  we  despoil  the 
earth  for  later  generations.”  For  seeing  a  child  as  one’s  grand¬ 
child,  one  can  visualize  that  same  child  as  a  grandparent,  and 
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with  the  eyes  of  another  generation  one  can  see  other  children, 
just  as  light-footed  and  vivid,  as  eager  to  learn  and  know  and 
embrace  the  world,  who  must  be  taken  into  account — now.  My 
friend  Ralph  Blum  has  defined  the  human  unit  of  time  as  the 
space  between  a  grandfather’s  memory  of  his  own  childhood 
and  a  grandson’s  knowledge  of  those  memories  as  he  heard 
about  them.  We  speak  a  great  deal  about  a  human  scale;  we 
need  also  a  human  unit  in  which  to  think  about  time. 

Fates  Worse  Than  Death:  An  Autobiographical  Collage  of 
the  19 80s  (1991)  by  Kurt  Vonnegut  (1922-2007), 
American  writer 

Vonnegut  published  two  books  of  autobiographical  pieces,  Palm 
Sunday:  An  Autobiographical  Collage  (1981)  and  Fates  Worse  Than 
Death:  An  Autobiographical  Collage  of  the  1980s  (1991).  Both  books  are 
collections  of  the  author’s  writings  on  himself  and  others,  written  in 
his  unmistakable,  sardonic  style.  Vonnegut  was  born  in  Indianapolis 
in  1922  to  German-American  parents,  and,  after  studying  biochem¬ 
istry  at  Cornell  University,  enlisted  in  the  army,  surviving  the  Battle 
of  the  Bulge  and  the  bombing  of  Dresden  during  the  Second  World 
War.  Vonnegut  is  the  author  of  fourteen  novels  and  many  collections 
of  short  stories. 

I  don’t  care  if  I  am  remembered  or  not  when  I  am  dead.  (A  sci¬ 
entist  I  knew  at  General  Electric,  who  was  married  to  a  woman 
named  Josephine,  said  to  me,  “Why  should  I  buy  life  insurance? 

If  I  die,  I  won’t  care  What’s  happening  to  Jo.  I  won’t  care  about 
anything.  I’ll  be  dead.”) 

I  am  a  child  of  a  Great  Depression  (just  like  my  grandchil¬ 
dren).  In  a  Great  Depression  any  job  is  a  miracle.  Back  in  the 
1930s,  if  somebody  got  a  job  there  was  a  big  celebration. 
Around  about  midnight  somebody  would  finally  inquire  as  to 
the  nature  of  the  job.  A  job  was  a  job.  To  me  writing  books  or 
whatever  is  just  another  job.  When  my  cash  cows  the  slick 
magazines  were  put  out  of  business  by  TV,  I  wrote  industrial 
advertising  and  then  sold  cars  instead,  and  invented  a  new 
board  game,  and  taught  in  a  private  school  for  fucked-up  rich 
kids,  and  so  on.  I  didn’t  think  I  owed  it  to  the  world  or  to  myself 
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or  to  anything  to  get  back  to  writing,  if  I  could.  Writing  was 
just  a  job  I’d  lost.  When  a  child  of  a  Great  Depression  loses  a 
job,  it  is  sort  of  like  losing  a  billfold  or  a  key  to  the  front  door. 
You  go  get  another  one. 

(One  jocular  Great  Depression  answer  to  the  question 
about  what  kind  of  job  you  got  was,  “Cleaning  birdshit  out  of 
cuckoo  clocks.”  Another  one  was,  “It’s  in  a  bloomer  factory.  I’ll 
be  pulling  down  five  thousand  a  year.”) 

Most  people  my  age  and  of  my  social  class,  no  matter  what 
job  they  held,  are  retired  now.  So  it  seems  redundant  (even 
silly)  for  critics  to  say,  as  so  many  do,  that  I  am  not  the  prom¬ 
ising  writer  I  used  to  be.  If  they  think  I  am  a  disappointment, 
they  should  see  what  the  passage  of  time  has  done  to  Mozart, 
Shakespeare,  and  Hemingway. 

The  older  my  father  was  (and  he  died  at  seventy-two),  the 
more  absent-minded  he  became.  People  forgave  him  for  that, 
and  I  think  people  should  forgive  me,  too.  (I  never  meant  any¬ 
body  any  harm,  and  neither  did  he.)  Toward  the  end,  Father 
actually  called  me  Bozo  several  times.  Bozo  was  a  wirehaired 
fox  terrier  we  had  when  I  was  a  little  boy.  (Bozo  wasn’t  even  my 
dog.  Bozo  belonged  to  my  big  brother  Bernard.)  Father  apolo¬ 
gized  for  calling  me  Bozo.  Ten  minutes  later  he  called  me  Bozo 
again. 

During  the  last  three  days  of  his  life  (which  I  did  not  see) 
he  would  look  through  drawers  and  in  cupboards  for  some  sort 
of  document.  It  was  obviously  important  to  him,  but  it  was  also 
a  secret.  He  wouldn’t  tell  anybody  what  it  was.  He  never  found 
it,  and  neither  did  we,  so  we  will  never  know  what  it  was. 

(I  can  never  forget  the  dying  words  of  the  actor  John 
Barrymore,  according  to  Gene  Fowler  in  his  Good  Night,  Sweet 
Prince:  “I  am  the  illegitimate  son  of  Buffalo  Bill.”) 

The  Poetic  Memoirs  of  Lady  Daibu  (C.1174-C.1232)  by 

Lady  Daibu  (C.1157-C.1232),  Japanese  poet  and  courtier 

See  description  on  page  273. 

Though  life  has  brought  me  nothing  but  painful  recollections 
one  after  another,  the  years  have  piled  upon  me,  and  in  the 
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course  of  this  vain  existence  I  have  written  down  little  by  little 
those  things  that  have  chanced  to  come  to  mind.  Once  in  a 
while  people  would  ask  me  whether  I  had  any  such  writings,  but 
what  I  had  written  was  so  much  my  own  personal  thoughts  that 
I  felt  embarrassed,  and  would  copy  out  just  a  little  to  show  to 
them.  I  wrote  these  things,  intending  that  my  eyes  alone  should 
look  on  them;  and  now,  as  I  gaze  at  them  years  later,  I  feel: 

Grief  enough 
To  break  one’s  heart! 

Yet  as  I  gather  up  my  thoughts 
To  write  them  down. 

I  feel  the  pain  anew 


Sixty-nine 

An  Apology  for  the  Life  of  Mr.  Colley  Cibber ,  written  by 
himself  (1740)  by  Colley  Cibber  (1671-1757),  English 
actor-manager,  playwright,  and  poet 

See  description  on  page  106. 

A  Man  who  has  pass’d  above  Forty  Years  of  his  Life  upon  a 
Theatre,  where  he  has  never  appear’d  to  be  Himself,  may 
have  naturally  excited  the  Curiosity  of  his  Spectators  to  know 
what  he  really  was  when  in  no  body’s  Shape  but  his  own;  and 
whether  he,  who  by  his  Profession  had  so  long  been  ridiculing  his 
Benefactors,  might  not,  when  the  Coat  of  his  Profession  was  off, 
deserve  to  be  laugh’d  at  himself;  or  from  his  being  often  seen  in 
the  most  flagrant  and  immoral  Characters,  whether  he  might  not 
see  as  great  a  Rogue  when  he  look’d  into  the  glass  Himself  as 
when  he  held  it  to  others. 

It  was  doubtless  from  a  Supposition  that  this  sort  of 
Curiosity  would  compensate  their  Labours  that  so  many  hasty 
Writers  have  been  encourag’d  to  publish  the  lives  of  the  late 
Mrs.  Oldfield,  Mr.  Wilks,  and  Mr.  Booth,  in  less  time  after  their 
Deaths  than  one  could  suppose  it  cost  to  transcribe  them. 

Now,  Sir,  when  my  Time  comes,  less  they  shou’d  think  it 
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worth  while  to  handle  my  Memory  with  the  same  Freedom,  I 
am  willing  to  prevent  its  being  so  oddly  besmear’d  (or  at  best 
but  flatly  white-wash ’d)  by  taking  upon  me  to  give  the  Publick 
This,  as  true  a  Picture  of  myself  as  natural  Vanity  will  permit 
me  to  draw:  For  to  promise  you  that  I  shall  never  be  vain,  were 
a  Promise  that,  like  a  Looking-glass  too  large,  might  break  itself 
in  the  making:  Nor  am  I  sure  I  ought  wholly  to  avoid  that 
Imputation,  because  if  Vanity  be  one  of  my  natural  Features, 
the  Portrait  wou’d  not  be  like  me  without  it.  In  a  Word,  I  may 
palliate  and  soften  as  much  as  I  please;  but  upon  an  honest 
Examination  of  my  Heart,  I  am  afraid  the  same  Vanity  which 
makes  even  homely  People  employ  Painters  to  preserve  a  flat¬ 
tering  Record  of  their  Persons,  has  seduced  me  to  print  off  this 
Chiaro  Oscuro  of  my  Mind. 

And  when  I  have  done  it,  you  may  reasonably  ask  me  of 
what  Importance  can  the  History  of  my  private  Life  be  to  the 
Publick?  To  this,  indeed,  I  can  only  make  you  a  ludicrous 
Answer,  which  is,  that  the  Publick  very  well  knows  my  Life  has 
not  been  a  private  one;  that  I  have  been  employ’d  in  their 
Service  ever  since  many  of  their  Grandfathers  were  young 
Men;  And  tho’  I  have  voluntarily  laid  down  my  Post,  they  have 
a  sort  of  Right  to  enquire  into  my  Conduct  (for  which  they 
have  so  well  paid  me)  and  to  call  for  the  Account  of  it  during 
my  Share  of  Administration  in  the  State  of  the  Theatre.  This 
Work,  therefore,  which  I  hope  they  will  not  expect  a  Man  of 
hasty  Head  shou’d  confine  to  any  regular  Method:  (For  I  shall 
make  no  scruple  of  leaving  my  History  when  I  think  a 
Digression  may  make  it  lighter  for  my  Reader’s  Digestion.)  This 
Work,  I  say,  shall  not  only  contain  the  various  Impressions  of 
my  Mind,  (as  in  Louis  the  Fourteenth  his  Cabinet  you  have 
seen  the  growing  Medals  of  his  Person  from  Infancy  to  Old 
Age),  but  shall  likewise  include  with  them  the  Theatrical 
History  of  My  Own  Time,  from  my  first  Appearance  on  the 
Stage  to  my  last  Exit. 

If  then  what  I  shall  advance  on  that  Head  may  any  ways  con¬ 
tribute  to  the  Prosperity  or  Improvement  of  the  Stage  in  Being, 
the  Publick  must  of  consequence  have  a  Share  in  its  Utility. 

This,  Sir,  is  the  best  Apology  I  can  make  for  being  my  own 
Biographer. 
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c$°  Seventy  c$° 

Blessings  in  Disguise  (1985)  by  Alec  Guinness 
(1914-2000),  English  actor  and  writer 

Guinness  published  two  volumes  of  diaries,  My  Name  Escapes  Me 
(1996)  and  A  Positively  Final  Appearance  (1996),  in  addition  to  his 
autobiography,  Blessings  in  Disguise,  written  when  he  was  turning  sev¬ 
enty.  His  life  story,  explains  its  author,  is  “not  so  much  a  patchwork 
quilt  of  memoirs  as  a  cat’s  cradle  of  reminiscences  all  tangled  round 
myself’.  The  actor  was  born  in  London  in  1914  and  made  his  stage 
debut  in  1936.  During  World  War  II  he  served  in  the  Royal  Navy, 
beginning  his  screen  career  after  the  war  with  two  films  directed  by 
David  Lean — Great  Expectations  (1946)  and  Oliver  Twist  (1948) — the 
start  of  a  long  collaboration  with  that  director. 

Whether  it  was  the  intensely  bright  moonlight  that  woke 
me  in  the  early  hours  of  the  morning  or  a  desperate 
attempt  to  escape  from  a  nightmare  I  cannot  tell.  Merula  [my 
wife]  and  I  were  staying  in  a  charming  small  hotel  in 
Connemara,  on  a  long  arm  of  the  sea  which  reached  in  from  the 
Atlantic  a  mile  to  the  west.  We  had  a  ground-floor  semi-suite 
which  faced  a  vivid  green  lawn  surrounded  by  bushes  of  battered 
October  roses,  yet  the  wind  only  seemed  to  reach  the  top  of  the 
trees  that  enclosed  us.  The  moonlight  so  disturbed  me  that, 
reluctant  to  shut  the  curtains,  I  put  on  a  dressing-gown  to  sit  by 
the  window,  and  for  an  hour  contemplated  the  shadows  on  the 
now  milky-blue  grass,  the  fading  globes  of  pale  hydrangeas,  and 
a  few  leggy,  pastel-coloured  geraniums.  The  fir  trees  had  become 
silent  and  only  the  tall  eucalyptus  behind  them  swayed  furiously. 
Sitting  here  at  a  round  table  I  comforted  myself  with  the  beauty 
of  the  night  and  tried  to  shake  off  my  foolish  dream. 

In  my  dream  I  was  eighty  years  old;  ten  years  older  than  I 
am  at  the  time  of  writing.  I  was  in  Hollywood  to  play  a  very 
small  part,  for  which  I  was  being  paid  handsomely,  in  a  movie 
directed  by  David  Lean.  If  I  was  eighty  he  must  have  been  get¬ 
ting  on  for  eighty-seven,  but  he  was  as  lithe  and  handsome  as 
ever.  He  appeared  to  be  riding  on  some  giant  camera  which 
resembled  a  combine-harvester.  On  this  strange  apparatus  were 
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various  seats,  canvas  chairs,  slings  and  steel  bars  on  which  were 
perched  a  dozen  assistant  directors  I  have  known  in  the  past, 
together  with  camera  crews,  continuity  girls,  producers  and 
press  representatives.  I  was  heavily  made  up,  with  a  very  black 
beard,  curly  black  wig,  and  dressed  as  some  sort  of  tramp.  My 
part  consisted  of  a  few  lines,  mostly  gibberish,  and  required  me 
to  be  killed  in  a  train  crash.  The  huge  camera  was  facing  a  rail- 
way  truck  tilted  on  its  side,  about  fifteen  feet  up  in  the  air,  and 
David,  wearing  his  smart  blue  collarless  jacket,  had  his  eye 
glued  to  a  lens.  “When  he  arrives,”  he  said,  “put  him  in  the 
truck  but  don’t  let  it  fall  until  we  do  a  take.”  “I  suppose  we  are 
properly  insured,”  said  a  producer  I  didn’t  recognize,  “should 
anything  happen.”  “For  God’s  sake,”  piped  up  someone  else, 
“he’s  eighty,  so  What’s  it  matter?”  Maggie  Unsworth,  a  delight¬ 
ful  continuity  girl  who  always  smoothed  over  awkward  situa¬ 
tions  with  great  tact,  whispered  to  David,  “Alec  is  here.”  David 
unfocussed  his  eye  from  the  lens  and  re-focussed  on  me. 
“Where  have  you  been?”  he  asked  irritably.  “Crossing  the 
Atlantic  and  the  United  States.  I  got  in  two  hours  ago.  As  you 
see,  I  am  made  up.  But  I  don’t  appear  to  have  a  dressing-room. 
I  changed  in  a  passage.”  All  the  assistant  directors  jumped  off 
the  camera.  “No  dressing-room?”  they  chorused.  “The  last  time 
I  was  at  MGM  Studios,”  I  said  over-modestly,  “I  was  given 
Spencer  Tracy’s  room.  Of  course  I  wouldn’t  expect  anything 
like  that  now:  that  was  forty  years  ago  and  I  was  starring  with 
Grace  Kelly.”  “Oh,  we  know,  we  know!”  David  said.  It  struck 
me  that  no  one  else  knew:  the  press  representatives  were  feel¬ 
ing  for  their  notebooks.  “Well,  climb  in  the  truck,”  David  said, 
“and  we’ll  have  a  go.  When  you’ve  said  your  speech — blah, 
blah,  blah — the  camera  eases  in  and  the  truck  falls  over.  End  of 
you.”  “How  do  I  get  in?”  I  asked.  The  assistants  ran  in  circles, 
David  thumped  his  head  with  his  fists  and  everyone  left  the  set 
to  have  coffee.  “I  think  I’ll  go  home  now,”  I  said  to  no  one  in 
particular.  At  that  moment  the  truck  fell  over,  doing  a  lot  of 
damage.  Looking  at  the  wreckage  I  realized  that  had  I  been  in 
the  truck  I  would  have  been  crushed  to  death.  “What  a  fucking 
way  to  die!”  I  said.  Then  I  saw  my  doppelganger,  spread-eagled 
on  the  railway-line,  its  head  separated  from  its  body.  “Is  the 
make-up  okay?”  the  head  asked.  “The  beard  is  too  black,”  I 
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replied  to  the  head.  I  turned  to  look  for  David,  to  ask  his  opin¬ 
ion,  but  by  now  they  were  all  making  another  film,  in  a  differ¬ 
ent  location,  and  were  no  longer  concerned  with  me.  I  woke, 
shielding  my  eyes  from  the  arc-lamp  of  the  moon. 


Seventy-one  °$o 

Long  Walk  to  Freedom  (1994)  by  Nelson  Mandela  (1918-  ), 
South  African  statesman 

Mandela  began  work  on  his  autobiography  in  1964,  the  year  he  was 
sentenced  to  life  imprisonment  for  his  opposition  to  the  apartheid 
regime  of  South  Africa.  The  writing  was  done  in  secret  in  his  cell,  and 
when  Mandela’s  manuscript  was  discovered,  the  prison  authorities 
confiscated  it — the  book  would  have  been  lost  if  a  copy  had  not  been 
smuggled  out  of  the  prison  by  two  other  inmates.  When  Mandela  was 
released  twenty-six  years  later,  at  the  age  of  seventy-one,  he  resumed 
his  writing  and  in  1994,  the  year  he  was  elected  President  of  South 
Africa,  Long  Walk  to  Freedom  was  published.  The  autobiography  tells 
the  story  of  his  life  from  boyhood  to  his  time  as  a  young  student  and 
lawyer,  his  activism,  his  long  imprisonment,  and  eventual  release. 

I  awoke  on  the  day  of  my  release  after  only  a  few  hours’  sleep  at 
4:30  am.  February  11  was  a  cloudless,  end-of-summer  Cape 
Town  day.  I  did  a  shortened  version  of  my  usual  exercise  regimen, 
washed,  and  ate  breakfast.  I  then  telephoned  a  number  of  people 
from  the  ANC  and  the  UDF  in  Cape  Town  to  come  to  the  cot¬ 
tage  to  prepare  for  my  release  and  work  on  my  speech.  The  prison 
doctor  came  by  to  give  me  a  brief  checkup.  I  did  not  dwell  on  the 
prospect  of  my  release,  but  on  all  the  many  things  I  had  to  do 
before  then.  As  so  often  happens  in  life,  the  momentousness  of 
an  occasion  is  lost  in  the  welter  of  a  thousand  details. 

There  were  numerous  matters  that  had  to  be  discussed  and 
resolved  with  very  little  time  to  do  so.  A  number  of  comrades 
from  the  reception  committee,  including  Cyril  Ramaphosa  and 
Trevor  Manuel,  were  at  the  house  bright  and  early.  I  wanted 
initially  to  address  the  people  of  Paarl,  who  had  been  very  kind 
to  me  during  my  incarceration,  but  the  reception  committee 
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was  adamant  that  that  would  not  be  a  good  idea:  it  would  look 
curious  if  I  gave  my  first  speech  to  the  prosperous  white 
burghers  of  Paarl.  Instead,  as  planned,  I  would  speak  first  to  the 
people  of  Cape  Town  at  the  Grand  Parade  in  Cape  Town. 

One  of  the  first  questions  to  be  resolved  was  where  I  would 
spend  my  first  night  of  freedom.  My  inclination  was  to  spend 
the  night  in  the  Cape  Flats,  the  bustling  black  and  Coloured 
townships  of  Cape  Town,  in  order  to  show  my  solidarity  with 
the  people.  But  my  colleagues  and,  later,  my  wife  argued  that 
for  security  reasons  I  should  stay  with  Archbishop  Desmond 
Tutu  in  Bishop’s  Court,  a  plush  residence  in  a  white  suburb.  It 
was  not  an  area  where  I  would  have  been  permitted  to  live 
before  I  went  to  prison,  and  I  thought  it  would  send  the  wrong 
signal  to  spend  my  first  night  of  freedom  in  a  posh  white  area. 
But  the  members  of  the  committee  explained  that  Bishop’s 
Court  had  become  multiracial  under  Tutu’s  tenure,  and  sym¬ 
bolized  an  open,  generous  nonracialism. 

The  prison  service  supplied  me  with  boxes  and  crates  for 
packing.  During  my  first  twenty  or  so  years  in  prison,  I  accu¬ 
mulated  very  few  possessions,  but  in  the  last  few  years  I  had 
amassed  enough  property — mainly  books  and  paper — to  make 
up  for  previous  decades.  I  filled  over  a  dozen  crates  and  boxes. 
My  actual  release  time  was  set  for  3  pm,  but  Winnie  and  Walter 
and  the  other  passengers  on  the  chartered  flight  from 
Johannesburg  did  not  arrive  till  after  two.  There  were  already 
dozens  of  people  at  the  house,  and  the  entire  scene  took  on  the 
aspect  of  a  celebration.  Warrant  Officer  Swart  prepared  a  final 
meal  for  all  of  us,  and  I  thanked  him  not  only  for  the  food  he 
had  provided  for  the  last  two  years  but  the  companionship. 
Warrant  Officer  James  Gregory  was  also  there  at  the  house,  and 
I  embraced  him  warmly.  In  the  years  that  he  had  looked  after 
me  from  Pollsmoor  through  Victor  Verster,  we  had  never  dis¬ 
cussed  politics,  but  our  bond  was  an  unspoken  one  and  I  would 
miss  his  soothing  presence.  Men  like  Swart,  Gregory,  and 
Warrant  Officer  Brand  reinforced  my  belief  in  the  essential 
humanity  even  of  those  who  had  kept  me  behind  bars  for  the 
previous  twenty-seven  and  a  half  years. 

There  was  little  time  for  lengthy  farewells.  The  plan  was 
that  Winnie  and  I  would  be  driven  in  a  car  to  the  front  gate  of 
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the  prison.  I  had  told  the  authorities  that  I  wanted  to  be  able 
to  say  goodbye  to  the  guards  and  warders  who  had  looked  after 
me  and  I  asked  that  they  and  their  families  wait  for  me  at  the 
front  gate,  where  I  would  be  able  to  thank  them  individually. 

At  a  few  minutes  after  three,  I  was  telephoned  by  a  well- 
known  SABC  presenter  who  requested  that  I  get  out  of  the  car 
a  few  hundred  feet  before  the  gate  so  they  could  film  me  walk¬ 
ing  toward  freedom.  This  seemed  reasonable,  and  I  agreed  to  do 
it.  This  was  my  first  inkling  that  things  might  not  go  as  calmly 
as  I  had  imagined. 

By  3:30,  I  began  to  get  restless,  as  we  were  already  behind 
schedule.  I  told  the  members  of  the  reception  committee  that 
my  people  had  been  waiting  for  me  for  twenty-seven  years  and 
I  did  not  want  to  keep  them  waiting  any  longer.  Shortly  before 
four,  we  left  in  a  small  motorcade  from  the  cottage.  About  a 
quarter  of  a  mile  in  front  of  the  gate,  the  car  slowed  to  a  stop 
and  Winnie  and  I  got  out  and  began  to  walk  toward  the  prison 
gate. 

At  first,  I  could  not  really  make  out  what  was  going  on  in 
front  of  us,  but  when  I  was  within  one  hundred  fifty  feet  or  so, 
I  saw  a  tremendous  commotion  and  a  great  crowd  of  people: 
hundreds  of  photographers  and  television  cameras  and  news¬ 
people  as  well  as  several  thousand  well-wishers.  I  was 
astounded  and  a  little  bit  alarmed.  I  had  truly  not  expected 
such  a  scene;  at  most,  I  had  imagined  there  would  be  several 
dozen  people,  mainly  the  warders  and  their  families.  But  this 
proved  to  be  only  the  beginning;  I  realized  we  had  not  thor¬ 
oughly  prepared  for  all  that  was  about  to  happen. 

Within  twenty  feet  or  so  of  the  gate,  the  cameras  started 
clicking,  a  noise  that  sounded  like  some  great  herd  of  metallic 
beasts.  Reporters  started  shouting  questions;  television  crews 
began  crowding  in;  ANC  supporters  were  yelling  and  cheering. 
It  was  a  happy,  if  slightly  disorienting  chaos.  When  a  television 
crew  thrust  a  long,  dark,  furry  object  at  me,  I  recoiled  slightly, 
wondering  if  it  were  some  newfangled  weapon  developed  while 
I  was  in  prison.  Winnie  informed  me  that  it  was  a  microphone. 

When  I  was  among  the  crowd  I  raised  my  right  fist  and  there 
was  a  roar.  I  had  not  been  able  to  do  that  for  twenty-seven  years 
and  it  gave  me  a  surge  of  strength  and  joy.  We  stayed  among  the 
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crowd  for  only  a  few  minutes  before  jumping  back  into  the  car 
for  the  drive  to  Cape  Town.  Although  I  was  pleased  to  have 
such  a  reception,  I  was  greatly  vexed  by  the  fact  that  I  did  not 
have  a  chance  to  say  goodbye  to  the  prison  staff.  As  I  finally 
walked  through  those  gates  to  enter  a  car  on  the  other  side,  I 
felt — even  at  the  age  of  seventy-one — that  my  life  was  begin¬ 
ning  anew.  My  ten  thousand  days  of  imprisonment  were  over. 


Seventy-two 

T imebends:  A  Life  (1987)  by  Arthur  Miller  (1915-2005), 
American  playwright 

Miller’s  autobiography,  published  when  he  was  seventy-two,  describes 
his  early  days  growing  up  in  Brooklyn,  New  York;  the  process  of  cre¬ 
ating  his  major  plays  including  Death  of  A  Salesman,  about  Willy 
Loman  and  his  sons;  his  short-lived  marriage  to  Marilyn  Monroe;  and 
his  work  for  PEN,  the  international  writers’  advocacy  organization, 
amongst  many  other  subjects.  Bom  to  Polish- Jewish  immigrant  par¬ 
ents  in  New  York  in  1915,  Miller’s  last  and  twenty-sixth  play, 
Finishing  The  Picture,  was  produced  in  2004- 

i  (I  still  feel — kind  of  temporary  about  myself,”  Willy  Loman  says 
to  his  brother  Ben.  I  smiled  as  I  wrote  the  line  in  the  spring  of 
1948,  when  it  had  not  yet  occurred  to  me  that  it  summed  up  my 
own  condition  then  and  throughout  my  life.  The  here  and  now 
was  always  melting  before  the  head  of  a  dream  coming  toward  me 
or  its  tail  going  away.  I  would  be  twenty  before  I  learned  how  to 
be  fifteen,  thirty  before  I  knew  what  it  meant  to  be  twenty,  and 
now  at  seventy-two  I  have  to  stop  myself  from  thinking  like  a 
man  of  fifty  who  has  plenty  of  time  ahead. 

Something  Like  An  Autobiography  (1982)  by  Akira 
Kurosawa  (1910-1998),  Japanese  filmmaker 

In  his  autobiography,  Kurosawa  writes  about  the  forces  and  experiences 
that  shaped  his  films:  from  his  earliest  memories  of  his  childhood  in 
Kyoto,  to  the  beginnings  of  his  career,  up  to  the  1950  Venice  Film 
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Festival  where  his  film  R ashomon  earned  the  Grand  Prix.  As  a  young 
man  Kurosawa  had  aspirations  to  become  a  painter,  but  in  his  mid- 
twenties,  began  to  work  as  an  assistant  director  and  discovered  his 
metier.  Famously  single-minded,  Kurosawa  wrote,  directed,  and  edited 
all  his  work.  He  was  known  to  have  total  authority  on  the  film  set — 
earning  himself  the  nickname  of  “Emperor.”  He  continued  to  direct 
and  write  screenplays  into  his  eighties. 

I  am  short-tempered  and  obstinate.  These  defects  are  still  pro¬ 
nounced,  and  when  I  was  an  assistant  director  they  gave  rise  to 
some  very  serious  problems.  I  recall  one  occasion  when  we  were 
particularly  pressed  for  time  on  the  shooting  of  a  film.  For  more 
than  a  week  we  had  not  had  a  full  half-hour  for  lunch,  and  what 
made  it  worse  was  that  we  had  to  make  do  with  the  box  lunches 
the  company  provided.  These  box  lunches  consisted  of  riceballs 
and  giant  radish  pickles. 

More  than  a  week  of  riceballs  and  radish  pickles  is  unbear¬ 
able.  The  crew  began  to  complain,  so  I  went  to  the  company 
administrative  offices  and  requested  a  little  consideration.  “At 
least  wrap  the  riceballs  in  dried  seaweed,”  I  begged.  The  pro¬ 
duction  office  agreed  to  my  request,  so  I  returned  to  the  set  and 
announced  to  the  crew  that  the  next  day  the  box  lunches 
would  contain  something  different.  The  grumbling  ceased. 

However,  the  box  lunches  the  next  day  consisted  of  riceballs 
and  radish  pickles.  One  of  the  enraged  crew  picked  up  his  lunch 
and  threw  it  at  me.  I  very  nearly  flew  into  a  rage  myself  at  that, 
but  I  controlled  myself,  picked  up  the  lunch  I  had  been  hit  with 
and  set  out  for  the  production  office.  We  were  shooting  on  an 
open  set  a  good  ten-minute  walk  from  the  studio  buildings.  As  I 
walked,  I  kept  saying  to  myself,  “Don’t  fly  off  the  handle,  you 
mustn’t  fly  off  the  handle  .  .  .”  But  the  longer  I  walked,  the 
shorter  my  fuse  got,  and  by  the  time  I  reached  the  door  of  the 
production  office  I  was  just  a  few  seconds  from  exploding.  When 
I  stood  before  the  chief  of  the  production  office,  it  happened.  In 
a  flash  the  production  chief  got  the  box  lunch  right  in  the  face 
and  was  covered  with  sticky  grains  of  rice. 

There  was  another  incident  when  I  was  assistant  director  for 
Fushimizu  Shu,  who  had  been  an  assistant  director  for  Yama-san 
before  me.  We  had  to  shoot  a  starry  night  scene,  and  I  had  clam- 
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bered  up  to  the  top  of  the  set  to  string  together  the  spangles  rep¬ 
resenting  the  stars.  But  the  threads  kept  getting  tangled  and 
twisted,  and  finally  my  patience  was  at  an  end.  Fushimizu  him¬ 
self,  watching  from  below  in  his  position  next  to  the  camera,  was 
also  getting  irritated.  “Can’t  you  hurry  it  up  a  little?”  he  shouted. 

That  was  it.  As  if  I  wasn’t  annoyed  enough  already!  I 
grabbed  a  silver-colored  glass  ball  that  was  in  the  box  of  span¬ 
gles  and  threw  it  at  Fushimizu.  “OK,  here’s  a  shooting  star  for 
you!”  I  yelled.  Later  he  said  to  me,  “You’re  still  a  child.  Just  a 
short-tempered  child.” 

Fushimizu  may  have  been  right.  Even  though  I  have  passed 
the  age  of  seventy,  I  haven’t  been  able  to  cure  my  quick  temper. 
Now  I  sometimes  put  on  a  fireworks  display,  but  that’s  all  it  is.  I’m 
like  a  space  satellite  that  flies  around  but  doesn’t  leave  behind 
any  radioactivity,  so  I  consider  that  my  short  temper  is  of  a  rather 
good  quality. 

Another  time  we  had  to  record  the  sound  of  someone  being 
hit  in  the  head.  We  tried  socking  all  kinds  of  things,  but  the 
mixer  didn’t  find  anything  that  was  suitable.  Finally  I  exploded 
and  hit  the  microphone  with  my  fist.  The  blue  light  signaling 
“OK”  flashed  on. 

I  have  a  distaste  for  argumentation,  and  I  can’t  stand  people 
who  spout  all  kinds  of  strung- together  logic.  One  argumenta¬ 
tive  screenwriter  used  some  syllogistic  reasoning  to  prove  to  me 
that  his  script  was  right.  I  became  annoyed  and  countered  that, 
no  matter  how  logically  he  defended  it,  what  was  dull  was  still 
dull,  so  forget  it.  We  fought. 

Once  when  I  was  in  charge  of  the  second-unit  shooting  we 
were  terribly  pressured.  We  had  finished  a  particular  take  and  I 
was  dead  on  my  feet,  so  I  sat  down  to  rest.  The  cameraman  came 
to  ask  me  where  to  set  up  for  the  next  shot,  and  I  pointed  to  a 
spot  near  where  I  was  sitting.  The  cameraman,  an  argumenta¬ 
tive  fellow,  demanded  an  explanation  of  the  theoretical  basis  for 
my  decision  to  select  that  spot.  I  became  annoyed  (this  seems  to 
happen  a  lot,  and  it  always  gets  me  in  trouble)  and  told  him  the 
theoretical  basis  for  my  selection  of  that  particular  camera  posi¬ 
tion  was  that  I  was  exhausted  and  didn’t  want  to  move.  This 
cameraman  loved  to  fight,  so  imagine  my  surprise  when  he  had 
no  reply  to  this  reasoning. 
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Anyway,  I  used  to  get  annoyed  very  easily.  According  to  my 
assistant  directors,  when  I  get  angry  my  face  turns  red,  but  the 
end  of  my  nose  is  drained  of  pigmentation — an  anger  that 
would  lend  itself  well  to  color  film,  they  say.  Since  I  have  never 
got  angry  in  front  of  a  mirror,  I  don’t  know  if  what  they  say  is 
true  or  not.  But  for  my  assistants  this  is  a  danger  signal,  so  it’s 
not  likely  their  observations  would  be  wrong. 

Harpo  Speaks  (1961)  by  Harpo  Marx  (1888-1964), 
American  comedian 

See  description  on  page  152. 

I’ve  played  piano  in  a  whorehouse.  I’ve  smuggled  secret  papers 
out  of  Russia.  I’ve  spent  an  evening  on  the  divan  with  Peggy 
Hopkins  Joyce.  I’ve  taught  a  gangster  mob  how  to  play  Pinchie 
Winchie.  I’ve  played  croquet  with  Herbert  Bayard  Swope  while 
he  kept  Governor  A1  Smith  waiting  on  the  phone.  I’ve  gambled 
with  Nick  the  Greek,  sat  on  the  floor  with  Greta  Garbo,  sparred 
with  Benny  Leonard,  horsed  around  with  the  Prince  of  Wales, 
played  ping-pong  with  George  Gershwin.  George  Bernard  Shaw 
has  asked  me  for  advice.  Oscar  Levant  has  played  private  con¬ 
certs  for  me  at  a  buck  a  throw.  I  have  golfed  with  Ben  Hogan  and 
Sam  Snead.  I’ve  basked  on  the  Rivera  with  Somerset  Maugham 
and  Elsa  Maxwell.  I’ve  been  thrown  out  of  the  casino  at  Monte 
Carlo. 

Flush  with  triumph  at  the  poker  table,  I’ve  challenged 
Alexander  Woollcott  to  anagrams  and  Alice  Duer  Miller  to  a 
spelling  match.  I’ve  given  lessons  to  some  of  the  world’s  great¬ 
est  musicians.  I’ve  been  a  member  of  the  two  most  famous 
Round  Tables  since  the  days  of  King  Arthur — sitting  with  the 
finest  creative  minds  of  the  1920s  at  the  Algonquin  in  New 
York,  and  with  Hollywood’s  sharpest  professional  wits  at  the 
Hillcrest .  .  . 

The  truth  is,  I  had  no  business  doing  any  of  these  things.  I 
couldn’t  read  a  note  of  music.  I  never  finished  the  second  grade. 

But  I  was  having  too  much  fun  to  recognize  myself  as  an  ignorant 
upstart. 
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“Memoranda”  (1891)  by  Walt  Whitman  (1819-1892), 
American  poet 

See  description  on  page  120. 

About  myself  at  present.  I  will  soon  enter  upon  my  seventy- 
third  year,  if  I  live — have  pass’d  an  active  life,  as  country 
schoolteacher,  gardener,  printer,  carpenter,  author  and  journalist, 
domicil’d  in  nearly  all  the  United  States  and  principal  cities, 
North  and  South — went  to  the  front  (moving  about  and  occupied 
as  army  nurse  and  missionary)  during  the  Secession  War,  1861  to 
’65,  and  in  the  Virginia  hospitals  and  after  the  battles  of  that  time, 
tending  the  Northern  and  Southern  wounded  alike — work’d 
down  South  and  in  Washington  city  arduously  three  years — con¬ 
tracted  the  paralysis  which  I  have  suffer’d  ever  since — and  now 
live  in  a  little  cottage  of  my  own,  near  the  Delaware  in  New  Jersey. 
My  chief  book,  unrhym’d  and  unmetrical  (it  has  taken  thirty  years, 
peace  and  war,  “a  homing”)  has  its  aim  as  once  said,  “to  utter  the 
same  old  human  critter— but  now  in  Democratic  American  mod¬ 
em  and  scientific  conditions.”  Then  I  have  publish’d  two  prose 
works  Specimen  Days,  and  a  late  one  November  Boughs.  (A  little 
volume  Goodbye  My  Fancy  is  soon  to  be  out,  wh’  will  finish  the 
matter.)  I  do  not  propose  here  to  enter  the  much-fought  field  of 
the  literary  criticism  of  any  of  those  works. 

But  for  a  few  portraiture  or  descriptive  bits.  Today  in  the 
upper  of  a  little  wooden  house  of  two  stories  near  the  Delaware 
River,  east  shore,  sixty  miles  up  from  the  sea,  is  a  rather  large 
20-by-20  low  ceiling’d  room  something  like  a  big  old  ship’s 
cabin.  The  floor,  three-quarters  of  it  with  an  ingrain  carpet,  is 
half  cover’d  by  a  deep  litter  of  books,  papers,  magazines, 
thrown-down  letters  and  circulars,  rejected  manuscripts,  mem¬ 
oranda,  bits  of  light  or  strong  twine,  a  bundle  to  be  “express’d”, 
and  two  or  three  venerable  scrapbooks.  In  the  room  stand  two 
large  tables  (one  of  ancient  St  Domingo  mahogany  with 
immense  leaves)  cover’d  by  a  jumble  of  more  papers,  a  varied 
and  copious  array  of  writing  materials,  several  glass  and  china 
vessels  or  jars,  some  with  cologne-water,  others  with  real 
honey,  granulated  sugar,  a  large  bunch  of  beautiful  fresh  yellow 
chrysanthemums,  some  letters  and  envelopt  papers  ready  for 
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the  post  office,  many  photographs,  and  a  hundred  indescribable 
things  besides.  There  are  all  around  many  books,  some  quite 
handsome  editions,  some  half  cover’d  by  dust,  some  within 
reach,  evidently  used,  (good-sized  print,  no  type  less  than  long 
primer,)  some  maps,  the  Bible  (the  strong  cheap  edition  of  the 
English  crown,)  Homer,  Shakspare  [sic],  Walter  Scott, 
Emerson,  Ticknor’s  Spanish  Literature,  John  Carlyle’s  Dante, 
Felton’s  Greece,  George  Sand’s  Consuelo,  a  very  choice  little 
Epictetus,  some  novels,  the  latest  foreign  and  American 
monthlies,  quarterlies,  and  so  on.  There  being  quite  a  strew  of 
printers’  proofs  and  slips,  and  the  daily  papers,  the  place  with 
its  quaint  old  fashion’d  calmness  has  also  a  smack  of  something 
alert  and  of  current  work.  There  are  several  trunks  and  deposi¬ 
tories  back’d  up  at  the  walls;  (one  well-bound  and  big  box  came 
by  express  lately  from  Washington  city,  after  storage  there  for 
nearly  twenty  years.)  Indeed  the  whole  room  is  a  sort  of  result 
and  storage  collection  of  my  own  past  life.  I  have  here  various 
editions  of  my  own  writings,  and  sell  them  upon  request;  one  is 
a  big  volume  of  complete  poems  and  prose,  one  thousand  pages, 
autograph,  essays,  speeches,  portraits  from  life,  etc.  Another  is 
a  little  Leaves  of  Grass,  latest  date,  six  portraits,  morocco 
bound,  in  pocket-book  form. 

Fortunately  the  apartment  is  quite  roomy.  There  are  three 
windows  in  front.  At  one  side  is  the  stove,  with  a  cheerful  fire 
of  oak  wood,  nearby  a  good  supply  of  fresh  sticks,  whose  faint 
aroma  is  plain.  On  another  side  is  the  bed  with  white  coverlid 
and  woollen  blankets.  Toward  the  windows  is  a  huge  armchair 
(a  Christmas  present  from  Thomas  Donaldson”s  young  daugh¬ 
ter  and  son,  Philadelphia),  timber’d  as  by  some  stout  ship’s 
spars,  yellow  polish’,  ample,  with  rattan-woven  seat  and  back, 
and  over  the  latter  a  great  wide  wolf-skin  of  hairy  black  and  sil¬ 
ver,  spread  to  guard  against  cold  and  draught.  A  time-worn 
look  and  scent  of  old  oak  attach  both  to  the  chair  and  the  per¬ 
son  occupying  it. 
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Seventy-four 

The  Book  of  My  Life  (1576)  by  Girolamo  Cardano 
(1501-1576),  Italian  astronomer,  doctor,  philosopher,  and 
mathematician 

Cardano  wrote  his  account  of  his  life  on  the  verge  of  his  death  at  the 
age  of  seventy -four.  Based  on  the  aspects  of  his  horoscope,  the  result 
is  a  highly  idiosyncratic  collection  of  the  author’s  musings  on  such 
diverse  subjects  as  his  dreams  and  appetites,  his  physiognomy  and 
sexual  impotence,  not  to  mention  his  imprisonment  for  heresy  in 
1570.  After  Cardano  release,  he  was  forbidden  to  publish,  and  it  was 
at  this  point  that  he  began  work  on  his  The  Book  of  My  Life,  which 
wouldn’t  appear  in  print  until  long  after  his  death,  1643.  Cardano’s 
prolific  literary  output  included  books  on  medicine,  mathematics, 
natural  philosophy,  theology,  astronomy  and  morals,  as  well  as  early 
investigations  into  theories  of  probability. 

I  am  a  man  of  medium  height;  my  feet  are  short,  wide  near  the  toes, 
and  rather  too  high  at  the  heels,  so  that  I  can  scarcely  find  well- 
fitting  shoes;  it  is  usually  necessary  to  have  them  made  to  order.  My 
chest  is  somewhat  narrow  and  my  arms  slender.  The  thickly  fash¬ 
ioned  right  hand  has  dangling  fingers,  so  that  chiromantists  have 
declared  me  a  rustic;  it  embarrasses  them  to  know  the  truth.  The 
line  of  life  upon  my  palm  is  short,  while  the  line  called  Saturn’s  is 
extended  and  deep.  My  left  hand,  on  the  contrary,  is  truly  beautiful 
with  long,  tapering,  well-formed  fingers  and  shining  nails. 

A  neck  a  little  long  and  inclined  to  be  thin,  cleft  chin,  full 
pendulous  lower  lip,  and  eyes  that  are  very  small  and  apparently 
half  closed;  unless  I  am  gazing  at  something  . . .  such  are  my  fea¬ 
tures.  Over  the  eyebrow  of  my  left  eye  is  a  blotch  or  wart,  like  a 
small  lentil,  which  can  scarcely  be  noticed.  The  wide  forehead 
is  bald  at  the  sides  where  it  joins  the  temples.  My  hair  and  beard 
were  blond;  I  am  wont  to  go  rather  closely  clipped.  The  beard, 
like  my  chin,  is  divided,  and  the  part  of  it  beneath  my  chin 
always  was  thick  and  long,  seeming  to  have  a  more  abundant 
growth  thereunder.  Old  age  has  wrought  changes  in  this  beard 
of  mine,  but  not  much  in  my  hair. 
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A  rather  too  shrill  voice  draws  upon  me  the  censure  of 
those  who  pretend  to  be  my  friends,  for  my  tone  is  harsh  and 
high;  yet  when  I  am  lecturing  it  cannot  be  heard  at  any  dis¬ 
tance.  I  am  not  inclined  to  speak  in  the  least  suavely,  and  I 
speak  too  often. 

I  have  a  fixed  gaze  as  if  in  meditation.  My  complexion  varies, 
turning  from  white  to  red.  An  oval  face,  not  too  well  filled  out, 
the  head  shaped  off  narrowly  behind  and  delicately  rounded, 
complete  a  picture  so  truly  commonplace  that  several  painters 
who  have  come  from  afar  to  make  my  portrait  have  found  no 
feature  by  which  they  could  so  characterize  me,  that  I  might  be 
distinguished.  Upon  the  lower  part  of  my  throat  is  a  swelling 
like  a  hard  ball,  not  at  all  conspicuous,  and  coming  to  me  as  an 
inheritance  from  my  mother. 

My  Autobiography  (1964)  by  Charles  Chaplin 
(1889-1977),  English  film  actor  and  director 

Chaplin’s  autobiography  follows  the  course  of  his  long  and  remarkable 
life  from  his  childhood  in  London  to  his  time  in  the  United  States, 
and  his  old  age  in  Europe.  Chaplin  arrived  in  Hollywood  in  his  early 
twenties,  signing  a  contract  with  Keystone  Films  Studio.  He  devel¬ 
oped  the  character  of  the  little  tramp  soon  afterwards,  becoming  the 
film  actor  and  director  of  legend.  The  passage  included  here  is  from 
the  last  chapter  of  his  autobiography,  which  finds  Chaplin  in  his  mid¬ 
seventies,  living  happily  with  his  wife  Oona  and  their  eight  young 
children  in  the  village  of  Corsair,  Switzerland.  He  had  left  the  US 
after  he  was  targeted  during  the  Communist  witchhunts  of  the  1950s. 
Chaplin  continued  to  make  films  into  his  70s  and  published  another 
volume  of  autobiography,  My  Life  in  Pictures  (1974)  before  his  death 
at  the  age  of  eighty-eight. 

I  realize  that  time  and  circumstances  have  favored  me.  I  have 
been  cosseted  in  the  world’s  affections,  loved  and  hated.  Yes, 
the  world  has  given  me  its  best  and  a  little  of  its  worst.  Whatever 
were  my  ill  vicissitudes,  I  believe  that  fortune  and  ill  fortune  drift 
upon  one  haphazardly  as  clouds.  Knowing  this,  I  am  never  too 
shocked  at  the  bad  things  that  happen  and  am  agreeably  surprised 
at  the  good.  I  have  no  design  for  living,  no  philosophy — whether 
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sage  or  fool,  we  must  all  struggle  with  life.  I  vacillate  with  incon¬ 
sistencies;  at  times  small  things  will  annoy  me  and  catastrophes 
will  leave  me  indifferent. 

Nevertheless,  my  life  is  more  thrilling  today  than  it  ever 
was.  I  am  in  good  health  and  still  creative  and  have  plans  to 
produce  more  pictures — perhaps  not  with  myself,  but  to  write 
and  direct  them  for  members  of  my  family — some  of  whom 
have  quite  an  aptitude  for  the  theater.  I  am  still  very  ambitious; 
I  could  never  retire.  There  are  many  things  I  want  to  do; 
besides  having  a  few  unfinished  cinema  scripts,  I  should  like  to 
write  a  play  and  an  opera — if  time  will  allow. 

Schopenhauer  said  happiness  is  a  negative  state — but  I  dis¬ 
agree.  For  the  last  twenty  years  I  have  known  what  happiness 
means.  I  have  the  good  fortune  to  be  married  to  a  wonderful 
wife.  I  wish  I  could  write  more  about  this,  but  it  involves  love, 
and  perfect  love  is  the  most  beautiful  of  all  frustrations  because 
it  is  more  than  one  can  express.  As  I  live  with  Oona,  the  depth 
and  beauty  of  her  character  are  a  continual  revelation  to  me. 
Even  as  she  walks  ahead  of  me  along  the  narrow  sidewalks  of 
Vevey  with  simple  dignity,  her  neat  little  figure  straight,  her 
dark  hair  smoothed  back  showing  a  few  silver  threads,  a  sudden 
wave  of  love  and  admiration  comes  over  me  for  all  that  she  is — 
and  a  lump  comes  into  my  throat. 

With  such  happiness,  I  sometimes  sit  out  on  our  terrace  at 
sunset  and  look  over  a  vast  green  lawn  to  the  lake  in  the  dis¬ 
tance,  and  beyond  the  lake  to  the  reassuring  mountains,  and  in 
this  mood  think  of  nothing  and  enjoy  their  magnificent  serenity. 


Seventy-six 

Over  Seventy:  An  Autobiography  With  Digressions  (1957) 
by  P.  G.  Wodehouse  (1881-1975),  Anglo-American  writer 

Over  Seventy  is  Wodehouse ’s  highly  amusing  account  of  his  years  as  a 
septuagenarian  living  at  his  estate  on  Long  Island  in  New  York.  The 
author  worked  in  banking  before  taking  up  a  career  as  a  comic  writer 
par  excellence,  producing  close  to  a  hundred  books — his  most  famous 
creations  being  Jeeves  and  Bertie  Wooster,  and  the  characters  of  the 
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Blandings  Castle  novels  and  short  stories.  Wodehouse  moved  to  the 
United  States  after  World  War  II,  accused  of  treason  in  Britain  after 
naively  making  a  series  of  broadcasts  for  the  Nazis.  He  died  at  his 
home  on  Long  Island,  aged  ninety-four. 

In  addition  to  watching  his  diet  the  septuagenarian  must,  of 
course,  have  exercise,  and  there  I  am  fortunately  situated.  In 
Remsenburg  we  enjoy  a  number  of  amenities  such  as  fresh  air, 
fresh  eggs  and  an  attractive  waterfront  on  the  Great  South  Bay, 
but  we  have  not  progressed  on  the  path  of  civilization  so  far  as  to 
have  postmen.  I  walk  two  miles  to  the  post  office  every  day  to  get 
the  afternoon  mail,  accompanied  by  Poona  the  cat  and  Bill  the 
foxhound,  who  generally  packs  up  after  the  first  furlong  or  so. 
(Someone  tells  me  that  this  is  always  the  way  with  foxhounds. 
They  have  to  do  so  much  bustling  about  in  their  younger  days 
that  when  of  riper  years  their  inclination  is  to  say  “Ah  the  hell 
with  it”  and  just  lie  around  in  the  sun.  But  Poona  and  I  are  made 
of  sterner  stuff,  and  we  trudge  the  two  miles  there  and  two  miles 
back  singing  a  gipsy  song.  This  keeps  me  in  rare  fettle.) 

Also  I  still  do  my  getting-up  exercises  before  breakfast,  as  I 
have  done  since  1919  without  missing  a  day,  though  it  is  an 
open  secret  that  I  now  find  a  difficulty  in  touching  my  toes,  and 
I  catch — or  try  to  catch — Poona  the  cat  each  night.  We  let  her 
out  at  about  10  p.m.  for  a  breath  of  air,  and  once  out  she  hears 
the  call  of  the  old  wild  life  and  decides  to  make  a  night  of  it. 
This  means  that,  unless  caught  and  returned  to  store,  she  will 
hit  the  high  spots  till  five  in  the  morning,  when  she  will  come 
and  mew  at  my  bedroom  window,  murdering  sleep  as  effectively 
as  ever  Macbeth  did.  And  I  have  the  job  of  catching  her. 

When  you  are  in  your  middle  seventies  you  have  passed 
your  peak  as  a  cat-catcher.  There  was  a  time — say  between 
1904  and  1910 — when  it  would  have  been  child’s  play  for  me 
to  outstrip  the  fleetest  cat,  but  now  the  joints  have  stiffened  a 
trifle  and  I  am  less  quick  off  the  mark.  The  spirit  is  willing  but 
the  flesh  doesn’t  seem  to  move  as  it  did.  The  thing  usually  ends 
in  a  bitter  “All  right,  be  a  cad  and  stay  out!”  from  me  and  a 
quiet  smile  from  Poona.  And  then  the  reproachful  mew  outside 
my  window  as  the  clocks  are  striking  five.  And  if  I  leave  the  fly- 
screen  open  so  that  she  can  come  in  through  the  window,  she 
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jumps  on  my  bed  and  bites  my  toes.  There  seems  no  way  of 
beating  the  game. 

Still,  things  have  brightened  a  good  deal  lately  owing  to 
Poona  having  been  bitten  in  the  foot  by  another  cat — no  doubt 
in  some  night-club  brawl — and  being  able  to  operate  only  on 
three  legs.  One  more  such  episode,  and  the  thing,  as  I  see  it, 
will  be  in  the  bag.  I  may  not  be  the  sprinter  I  once  was,  but  I 
feel  confident  of  being  able  to  overtake  a  cat  walking  on  two 
hind  legs. 

Meanwhile,  the  exercise  is  doing  me  a  world  of  good,  for 
apart  from  the  running  there  is  the  falling.  Owing  to  the  activ¬ 
ities  of  hurricane  Carol  many  of  the  trees  on  the  estate  are 
shored  up  with  wire  ropes,  and  any  Harley  Street  physician  will 
tell  you  there  is  nothing  better  for  the  liver  than  to  trip  over  a 
wire  rope  when  going  all  out  after  a  receding  cat  and  come 
down  like  a  sack  of  coals.  It  amuses  the  cat  too. 


Seventy'seven  c^> 

“Winding  Down”  (1984)  by  M.  F.  K.  Fisher  (1908-1992), 
American  food  writer 

In  “Winding  Down”  from  Last  House:  Reflections,  Dreams,  and 
Observations  1 943-1 991,  a  collection  of  her  later  life  writings  published 
posthumously  in  1995,  an  elderly  Fisher  writes  about  aging.  She  was 
born  Mary  Frances  Kennedy  in  1908  in  Michigan  and  grew  up  in 
northern  California.  A  writer  since  childhood,  she  would  later  describe 
her  early  years  in  her  1970  memoir,  Among  Friends.  After  a  period  spent 
in  France  during  the  30s,  Fisher  began  to  publish  essays  on  food  and 
cooking,  and  with  her  first  book,  Serve  It  Forth  (1937),  she  achieved 
something  as  delectable  as  her  subject  matter — the  elevation  of  food 
writing  into  a  fine  art. 

It  used  to  be  called  aging,  or  the  Aging  Process  if  one  was  more 
discreet  in  speech  and  wording.  It  meant  getting  old,  or  growing 
older.  What  it  amounts  to,  in  my  mind  at  least  and  about  midway 
in  my  seventy-seventh  year  (I  was  bom  July  3,  1908,  and  this  is 
January  23,  1984,  for  computer’s  sake),  is  that  I  seem  almost 
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unconsciously,  or  perhaps  only  will-n illy,  to  be  winding  down.  It 
is  like  being  a  wound  clock:  I  have  the  original  mechanism,  but 
the  ticking  is  slower,  and  some  of  the  intricate  tiny  artful  gears 
have  worn  down  with  long  usage,  so  that  now  and  then  the  tick¬ 
ing  may  falter.  (This  is  known  in  some  circles  as  attrition.) 

I  notice,  and  have  done  for  some  time,  a  slowing  and  faultier 
rhythm  in  my  walk,  my  speech  now  and  then,  and  lately  my  daily 
routine.  For  instance,  today  I  meant  to  have  the  bimonthly  laun¬ 
dry  ready.  I  got  up  early,  stripped  the  bed  and  pillows,  brought 
fresh  linen,  got  out  the  old  laundry  in  its  basket  and  added  to  it 
from  bathroom  and  kitchen.  I  put  the  lapboard  with  its  usual 
folded  paper  on  top  of  the  used  linens,  and  got  a  pin  out  so  that 
I  could  attach  it  as  usual  to  the  bag.  I  planned  to  do  this  at  noon 
after  my  typist  left — which  she  did  at  precisely  1 1:55. 

It  was  then  that  the  bookkeeper  called:  she  would  be  here  at 
1:00  instead  of  4:00,  because  her  new  baby  was  awake  then. 

So,  at  3:44  pm  the  laundry  man  has  come,  leaving  his  bundle 
of  clean  linens  but  taking  none  away,  so  that  I’ll  have  to  try  to 
reach  his  outlet  office  about  the  next  pickup.  My  bookkeeper  has 
come  and  gone.  I  have  not  yet  eaten  the  salad  I  meant  to  eat 
before  she  came.  (It  smells  good.)  I  have  fed  Charlie,  and  am 
ready  to  eat,  but  the  telephone  has  rung  often  and  I  have  made 
two  appointments  for  next  month,  and  the  fire  is  not  yet  laid  and 
I  have  not  given  an  extra-food  watering  to  the  plants  on  the  two 
balconies  and  inside,  as  I  meant  to  do  yesterday.  I  have  not 
located  a  check  for  $1,000  that  I  must  send  my  agent,  to  whom 
it  should  have  been  sent  in  the  first  place.  I  have  not  written  to 
dear  neglected  generous  friends.  I  must  send  off  some  checks  and 
cash  others,  and  perhaps  thank  my  stars  that  I  can  pay  the  bills. 
I  must  rest  a  little,  this  late  afternoon,  after  some  wilted  lunch. 

But  I  know  that  this  compulsive  attempt  to  stay  upright,  as 
Rudyard  Kipling  might  have  put  it,  is  futile.  I  am  winding  down. 
I  don’t  protest  the  process,  because  it  is  inevitable.  I  regret  it 
because  I  wish  I  had  more  time  to  observe  its  progress  and  per¬ 
haps  comment  on  it.  That  is  plainly  not  meant  to  be. 

So  I’ll  eat  some  tired  salad  and  take  a  little  nap,  and  wind 
down  some  more.  Perhaps  the  laundry  man  will  call,  to  remind 
me  of  the  neglected  rendezvous  with  dirty  linens — But  how 
long  can  this  last? 
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Seventy-eight  c^> 

The  Autobiography  of  Bertrand  Russell  (1967-1969)  by 
Bertrand  Russell,  English  mathematician,  philosopher,  and 
pacifist 

See  description  on  page  148. 

Three  passions,  simple  but  overwhelmingly  strong,  have  gov¬ 
erned  my  life:  the  longing  for  love,  the  search  for  knowledge, 
and  unbearable  pity  for  the  suffering  of  mankind.  These  passions, 
like  great  winds,  have  blown  me  hither  and  thither,  in  a  wayward 
course,  over  a  deep  ocean  of  anguish,  reaching  to  the  very  verge  of 
despair. 

I  have  sought  love,  first,  because  it  brings  ecstasy — ecstasy 
so  great  that  I  would  often  have  sacrificed  all  the  rest  of  life  for 
a  few  hours  of  this  joy.  I  have  sought  it,  next,  because  it  relieves 
loneliness — that  terrible  loneliness  in  which  one  shivering 
consciousness  looks  over  the  rim  of  the  world  into  the  cold 
unfathomable  lifeless  abyss.  I  have  sought  it,  finally,  because  in 
the  union  of  love  I  have  seen,  in  a  mystic  miniature,  the  pre¬ 
figuring  vision  of  the  heaven  that  saints  and  poets  have  imag¬ 
ined.  This  is  what  I  sought,  and  though  it  might  seem  too  good 
for  human  life,  this  is  what — at  last — I  have  found. 

With  equal  passion  I  have  sought  knowledge.  I  have  wished 
to  understand  the  hearts  of  men.  I  have  wished  to  know  why 
the  stars  shine.  And  I  have  tried  to  apprehend  the  Pythagorean 
power  by  which  number  holds  sway  above  the  flux.  A  little  of 
this,  but  not  much,  I  have  achieved. 

Love  and  knowledge,  so  far  as  they  were  possible,  led  upward 
toward  the  heavens.  But  always  pity  brought  me  back  to  earth. 
Echoes  of  cries  of  pain  reverberate  in  my  heart.  Children  in 
famine,  victims  tortured  by  their  oppressors,  helpless  old  people 
a  hated  burden  to  their  sons,  and  the  whole  world  of  loneliness, 
poverty,  and  pain  make  a  mockery  of  what  human  life  should  be. 

I  long  to  alleviate  the  evil,  but  I  cannot,  and  I  too  suffer. 

This  has  been  my  life.  I  have  found  it  worth  living,  and 
would  gladly  live  it  again  if  the  chance  were  offered  to  me. 


404  The  World’s  Best  Memoir  Writing 


c$°  Eighty- two  c$° 

Memories,  Dreams,  Reflections  (1961)  by  C.  G.  Jung 
(1875-1961),  Swiss  psychiatrist 

Jung’s  memoir  was  published,  at  his  request,  after  his  death  in  1961. 
Written  in  collaboration  with  his  assistant  Aniela  Jaffe,  the  book  was 
subsequently  edited  by  Jaffe,  Jung’s  family,  and  its  publisher,  so  it  is  not 
clear  how  much  of  the  work  was  actually  approved  by  the  author. 
Nonetheless,  this  remains  one  of  Jung’s  most  widely  read  books,  a  kind 
of  primer  on  his  psychoanalytic  theories.  Jung  was  bom  in  Switzerland 
and  together  with  his  mentor,  Sigmund  Freud,  helped  to  found  the 
International  Psychoanalytical  Association  in  1910.  After  dramati¬ 
cally  parting  ways  with  Freud,  Jung  suffered  a  breakdown,  but  used  his 
own  illness  as  case  study  and  went  on  to  found  his  own  school. 

My  life  is  a  story  of  the  self-realization  of  the  unconscious. 

Everything  in  the  unconscious  seeks  outward  manifesta¬ 
tion,  and  the  personality  too  desires  to  evolve  out  of  its  uncon¬ 
scious  conditions  and  to  experience  itself  as  a  whole.  I  cannot 
employ  the  language  of  science  to  trace  this  process  of  growth  in 
myself,  for  I  cannot  experience  myself  as  a  scientific  problem. 

What  we  are  to  our  inward  vision,  and  what  man  appears  to 
be  sub  specie  aeternitatis,  can  only  be  expressed  by  way  of  myth. 
Myth  is  more  individual  and  expresses  life  more  precisely  than 
does  science.  Science  works  with  concepts  of  averages  which 
are  far  too  general  to  do  justice  to  the  subjective  variety  of  an 
individual  life. 

Thus  it  is  that  I  have  now  undertaken,  in  my  eighty-third 
year,  to  tell  my  personal  myth.  I  can  only  make  direct  state¬ 
ments,  only  “tell  stories”.  Whether  or  not  the  stories  are  “true” 
is  not  the  problem.  The  only  question  is  whether  what  I  tell  is 
my  fable,  my  truth. 

An  autobiography  is  so  difficult  to  write  because  we  possess 
no  standards,  no  objective  foundation,  from  which  to  judge 
ourselves.  There  are  really  no  proper  bases  for  comparison.  I 
know  that  in  many  things  I  am  not  like  others,  but  I  do  not 
know  what  I  really  am  like.  Man  cannot  compare  himself  with 
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any  other  creature;  he  is  not  a  monkey,  not  a  cow,  not  a  tree.  I 
am  a  man.  But  what  is  it  to  be  that?  Like  every  other  being,  I 
am  a  splinter  of  the  infinite  deity,  but  I  cannot  contrast  myself 
with  any  animal,  any  plant  or  any  stone.  Only  a  mythical  being 
has  a  range  greater  than  man’s.  How  then  can  a  man  form  def¬ 
inite  opinions  about  himself? 

We  are  a  psychic  process  which  we  do  not  control,  or  only 
partly  direct.  Consequently,  we  cannot  have  any  final  judg¬ 
ment — about  ourselves  or  our  lives.  If  we  had,  we  would  know 
everything — but  at  most  that  is  only  a  pretense.  At  bottom  we 
never  know  how  it  has  come  about.  The  story  of  a  life  begins 
somewhere,  at  some  particular  point  we  happen  to  remember; 
and  even  then  it  was  already  highly  complex.  We  do  not  know 
how  life  is  going  to  turn  out.  Therefore  the  story  has  no  begin¬ 
ning,  and  the  end  can  only  be  vaguely  hinted  at. 

The  life  of  man  is  a  dubious  experiment.  It  is  a  tremendous 
phenomenon  only  in  numerical  terms.  Individually,  it  is  so 
fleeting,  so  insufficient,  that  it  is  literally  a  miracle  that  any¬ 
thing  can  exist  and  develop  at  all.  I  was  impressed  by  that  fact 
long  ago,  as  a  young  medical  student,  and  it  seemed  to  me 
miraculous  that  I  should  not  have  been  prematurely  annihi¬ 
lated. 

Life  has  always  seemed  to  me  like  a  plant  that  lives  on  its 
rhizome.  Its  true  life  is  invisible,  hidden  in  the  rhizome.  The 
part  that  appears  above  ground  lasts  only  a  single  summer. 
Then  it  withers  away — an  ephemeral  apparition.  When  we 
think  of  the  unending  growth  and  decay  of  life  and  civiliza¬ 
tions,  we  cannot  escape  the  impression  of  absolute  nullity.  Yet 
I  have  never  lost  a  sense  of  something  that  lives  and  endures 
underneath  the  eternal  flux.  What  we  see  is  the  blossom,  which 
passes.  The  rhizome  remains. 

In  the  end  the  only  events  in  my  life  worth  telling  are  those 
when  the  imperishable  world  irrupted  into  this  transitory  one. 
That  is  why  I  speak  chiefly  of  inner  experiences,  amongst 
which  I  include  my  dreams  and  visions.  These  form  the  prima 
materia  of  my  scientific  work.  They  were  the  fiery  magma  out  of 
which  the  stone  that  had  to  be  worked  was  crystallized. 

All  other  memories  of  travel,  people  and  my  surroundings 
have  paled  beside  these  interior  happenings.  Many  people  have 
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participated  in  the  story  of  our  times  and  written  about  it;  if  the 
reader  wants  an  account  of  that,  let  him  turn  to  them  or  get 
somebody  to  tell  it  to  him.  Recollection  of  the  outward  events 
of  my  life  has  largely  faded  or  disappeared.  But  my  encounters 
with  the  “other”  reality,  my  bouts  with  the  unconscious,  are 
indelibly  engraved  upon  my  memory.  In  that  realm  there  has 
always  been  wealth  in  abundance,  and  everything  else  has  lost 
importance  by  comparison. 

Similarly,  other  people  are  established  inalienably  in  my 
memories  only  if  their  names  were  entered  in  the  scrolls  of  my 
destiny  from  the  beginning,  so  that  encountering  them  was  at 
the  same  time  a  kind  of  recollection. 

Inner  experiences  also  set  their  seal  on  the  outward  events 
that  came  my  way  and  assumed  importance  for  me  in  youth  or 
later  on.  I  early  arrived  at  the  insight  that  when  no  answer 
comes  from  within  to  the  problems  and  complexities  of  life, 
they  ultimately  mean  very  little.  Outward  circumstances  are  no 
substitute  for  inner  experience.  Therefore  my  life  has  been  sin¬ 
gularly  poor  in  outward  happenings.  I  cannot  tell  much  about 
them,  for  it  would  strike  me  as  hollow  and  insubstantial.  I  can 
understand  myself  only  in  the  light  of  inner  happenings.  It  is 
these  that  make  up  the  singularity  of  my  life,  and  with  these  my 
autobiography  deals. 


Eighty-four 

The  Measure  of  My  Days  (1968)  by  Florida  Scott-Maxwell 
(1883-1979),  American  writer  and  psychologist 

At  the  age  of  eighty-five,  Scott-Maxwell  published  her  best-known 
work,  The  Measure  of  My  Days,  a  meditation  on  the  pleasures  and  frus¬ 
trations  of  old  age.  Scott-Maxwell  was  bom  in  Florida  and  commenced 
her  writing  career  in  1903,  when  she  started  to  produce  short  stories  for 
magazines,  later  becoming  the  first  woman  staff  member  of  the  New 
York  Evening  Sun.  In  1910  she  married  and  moved  with  her  husband  to 
Glasgow,  Scotland,  where  she  lived  for  the  next  sixteen  years,  becom¬ 
ing  a  mother  to  four  children  and  joining  the  women’s  suffragette 
movement.  Later  in  life,  she  began  training  under  C.  G.  Jung  to 
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become  an  analyst,  going  on  to  write  books  on  psychology.  Scott- 
Maxwell  lived  to  be  ninety-six. 

Another  day  to  be  filled,  to  be  lived  silently,  watching  the  sky 
and  the  lights  on  the  wall.  No  one  will  come  probably.  I 
have  no  duties  except  to  myself.  That  is  not  true.  I  have  a  duty 
to  all  who  care  for  me — not  to  be  a  problem,  not  to  be  a  burden. 

I  must  carry  my  age  lightly  for  all  our  sakes,  and  thank  God  I  still 
can.  Oh  that  I  may  to  the  end.  Each  day  then,  must  be  filled  with 
my  first  duty,  I  must  be  “all  right”.  But  is  this  assurance  not  the 
gift  we  all  give  to  each  other,  daily,  hourly? 

I  wonder  if  we  need  be  quite  so  dutiful.  With  one  friend  of 
my  own  age  we  cheerfully  exchange  the  worst  symptoms,  and 
our  black  dreads  as  well.  We  frequently  talk  of  death,  for  we  are 
very  alert  to  the  experience  of  the  unknown  that  may  be  so  near 
and  it  is  only  to  those  of  one’s  own  age  that  one  can  speak 
frankly.  Talking  of  one’s  health,  which  one  wants  to  do,  is  gen¬ 
erally  full  of  risks.  Ill  health  is  unpleasant  to  most  healthy  peo¬ 
ple  as  it  makes  them  feel  helpless,  threatened,  and  it  can  feel 
like  an  unjustified  demand  for  sympathy.  Few  believe  in  the 
pains  of  another,  and  if  the  person  in  pain  has  nothing  to  show, 
can  forget  the  pain  when  interested,  then  where  is  the  reality  of 
it?  In  one’s  self,  where  it  ought  to  be  kept  I  suppose.  Disabilities 
crowd  in  on  the  old;  real  pain  is  there,  and  if  we  have  to  be 
falsely  cheerful,  it  is  part  of  our  isolation. 

Another  secret  we  carry  is  that  though  drab  outside — 
wreckage  to  the  eye,  mirrors  a  mortification — inside  we  flame 
with  a  wild  life  that  is  almost  incommunicable.  In  silent,  hot 
rebellion  we  cry  silently — “I  have  lived  my  life  haven’t  I?  What 
more  is  expected  of  me?”  Have  we  got  to  pretend  out  of  noblesse 
oblige  that  age  is  nothing,  in  order  to  encourage  the  others? 
This  we  do  with  a  certain  haughtiness,  realizing  now  that  we 
have  reached  the  place  beyond  resignation,  a  place  I  had  no 
idea  existed  until  I  had  arrived  here. 

It  is  a  place  of  fierce  energy.  Perhaps  passion  would  be  a  bet¬ 
ter  word  than  energy,  for  the  sad  fact  is  this  vivid  life  cannot  be 
used.  If  I  try  to  transpose  it  into  action  I  am  soon  spent.  It  has 
to  be  accepted  as  passionate  life,  perhaps  the  life  I  never  lived, 
never  guessed  I  had  it  in  me  to  live.  It  feels  other  and  more 
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than  that.  It  feels  like  the  far  side  of  precept  and  aim.  It  is  just 
life,  the  natural  intensity  of  life,  and  when  old  we  can  have  it 
for  our  reward  and  undoing.  It  can — at  moments — feel  as 
though  we  had  it  for  our  glory.  Some  of  it  must  go  beyond  good 
and  bad,  for  at  times — though  this  comes  rarely,  unexpect¬ 
edly — it  is  a  swelling  clarity  as  though  all  was  resolved.  It  has 
no  content,  it  seems  to  expand  us,  it  does  not  derive  from  the 
body,  and  then  it  is  gone.  It  may  be  a  degree  of  consciousness 
which  lies  outside  activity,  and  which  when  young  we  are  too 
busy  to  experience. 

I  wonder  if  living  alone  makes  one  more  alive.  No  precious 
energy  goes  in  disagreement  or  compromise.  No  need  to  aug¬ 
ment  others,  there  is  just  yourself,  just  truth — a  morsel — and 
you.  You  went  through  those  long  years  when  it  was  pain  to  be 
alone,  now  you  have  come  out  on  the  good  side  of  that  severe 
discipline.  Alone  you  have  your  own  way  all  day  long,  and  you 
become  very  natural.  Perhaps  this  naturalness  extends  into 
heights  and  depths,  going  further  than  we  know;  as  we  cannot 
voice  it  we  must  just  treasure  it  as  the  life  that  enriches  our  days. 


Ninety- three 

Joys  and  Sorrows:  Reflections  (1970)  by  Pablo  Casals 
(1876-1973),  Spanish  cellist,  conductor,  and  composer 

Casals  said  he  would  never  write  an  autobiography,  claiming  that  his 
life  wasn’t  worthy  of  self-scrutiny.  However,  in  his  ninety-fourth  year 
he  relented,  agreeing  to  recount  some  of  his  memories  to  the  writer 
Albert  E.  Khan.  Joys  and  Sorrows  spans  Casals’s  lifetime  in  music,  a 
career  that  lasted  for  the  best  part  of  a  century.  Bom  in  Catalonia, 
Spain,  he  performed  on  in  public  for  the  first  time  at  the  age  of  eight 
and  made  one  of  his  last  appearances  conducting  just  before  his 
ninety-fifth  birthday.  Casals  died  in  his  adopted  home  of  Puerto  Rico 
three  years  after  the  publication  of  Joys  and  Sorrows. 

On  my  last  birthday  I  was  ninety-three  years  old.  That  is 
not  young,  of  course.  In  fact,  it  is  older  than  ninety.  But 
age  is  a  relative  matter.  If  you  continue  to  work  and  to  absorb 
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the  beauty  in  the  world  about  you,  you  find  that  age  does  not 
necessarily  mean  getting  old.  At  least,  not  in  the  ordinary 
sense.  I  feel  many  things  more  intensely  than  ever  before,  and 
for  me  life  grows  more  fascinating. 

Not  long  ago  my  friend  Sasha  Schneider  brought  me  a  letter 
addressed  to  me  by  a  group  of  musicians  in  the  Caucasus 
Mountains  in  the  Soviet  Union.  This  was  the  text  of  the  letter: 

Dear  Honorable  Maestro 

I  have  the  pleasure  on  behalf  of  the  Georgian  Caucasian 
Orchestra  to  invite  you  to  conduct  one  of  our  concerts.  You 
will  be  the  first  musician  of  your  age  who  receives  the  distinc¬ 
tion  of  conducting  our  orchestra. 

Never  in  the  history  of  our  orchestra  have  we  permitted  a  man 
under  one  hundred  years  to  conduct.  All  of  the  members  of  our 
orchestra  are  over  one  hundred  years  old.  But  we  have  heard 
of  your  talents  as  a  conductor,  and  we  feel  that,  despite  your 
youthfulness,  an  exception  should  be  made  in  your  case. 

We  expect  a  favorable  response  as  soon  as  possible. 

We  pay  travel  expenses  and  of  course  shall  provide  living 
accommodations  during  your  stay  with  us. 

Respectfully,  Astan  Shlarba 
President,  1 23  years  old 

Sasha  is  a  man  with  a  sense  of  humor;  he  likes  to  play  a  joke. 
That  letter  was  one  of  his  jokes;  he  had  written  it  himself.  I 
must  admit  I  took  it  seriously  at  first.  And  why?  Because  it  did 
not  seem  implausible  that  there  should  be  an  orchestra  com¬ 
posed  of  musicians  older  than  a  hundred.  And,  indeed,  I  was 
right!  That  portion  of  the  letter  was  not  a  joke.  There  is  such 
an  orchestra  in  the  Caucasus.  Sasha  had  read  about  it  in  the 
London  Sunday  Times.  He  showed  me  the  article,  with  photo¬ 
graphs  of  the  orchestra.  All  of  its  members  were  more  than  a 
hundred  years  old.  There  were  about  thirty  of  them — they 
rehearse  regularly  and  give  periodic  concerts.  Most  of  them  are 
farmers  who  continue  to  work  in  the  fields.  The  oldest  of  the 
group,  Astan  Shlarba,  is  a  tobacco  grower  who  also  trains 
horses.  They  are  splendid- looking  men,  obviously  full  of  vital¬ 
ity.  I  should  like  to  hear  them  play  sometime — and,  in  fact,  to 
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conduct  them,  if  the  opportunity  arose.  Of  course  I  am  not  sure 
they  would  permit  this,  in  view  of  my  inadequate  age. 

There  is  often  something  to  be  learned  from  jokes,  and  it 
was  so  in  this  case.  In  spite  of  their  age,  those  musicians  have 
not  lost  their  zest  for  life.  How  does  one  explain  this?  I  do  not 
think  the  answer  lies  simply  in  their  physical  constitutions  or 
in  something  unique  about  the  climate  in  which  they  live.  It 
has  to  do  with  their  attitude  toward  life;  and  I  believe  that  their 
ability  to  work  is  due  in  no  small  measure  to  the  fact  they  do 
work.  Work  helps  prevent  one  from  getting  old.  I,  for  one,  can¬ 
not  dream  of  retiring.  Not  now  or  ever.  Retire?  The  word  is 
alien  and  the  idea  inconceivable  to  me.  I  don’t  believe  in 
retirement  for  anyone  in  my  type  of  work,  not  while  the  spirit 
remains.  My  work  is  my  life.  I  cannot  think  of  one  without  the 
other.  To  “retire”  means  to  me  to  begin  to  die.  The  man  who 
works  and  is  never  bored  is  never  old.  Work  and  interest  in 
worthwhile  things  are  the  best  remedy  for  age.  Each  day  I  am 
reborn.  Each  day  I  must  begin  again. 

For  the  past  eighty  years  I  have  started  each  day  in  the  same 
manner.  It  is  not  a  mechanical  routine  but  something  essential  to 
my  daily  life.  I  go  to  the  piano,  and  I  play  two  preludes  and  fugues 
of  Bach.  I  cannot  think  of  doing  otherwise.  It  is  a  sort  of  bene¬ 
diction  on  the  house.  But  that  is  not  its  only  meaning  for  me.  It 
is  a  rediscovery  of  the  world  of  which  I  have  the  joy  of  being  a 
part.  It  fills  me  with  awareness  of  the  wonder  of  life,  with  a  feel¬ 
ing  of  the  incredible  marvel  of  being  a  human  being.  The  music 
is  never  the  same  for  me,  never.  Each  day  it  is  something  new,  fan¬ 
tastic  and  unbelievable.  That  is  Bach,  like  nature,  a  miracle! 

I  do  not  think  a  day  passes  in  my  life  in  which  I  fail  to  look 
with  fresh  amazement  at  the  miracle  of  nature.  It  is  there  on 
every  side.  It  can  be  simply  a  shadow  on  a  mountainside,  or  a 
spider’s  web  gleaming  with  dew,  or  sunlight  on  the  leaves  of  a 
tree.  I  have  always  especially  loved  the  sea.  Whenever  possible, 
I  have  lived  by  the  sea,  as  for  these  past  twelve  years  here  in 
Puerto  Rico.  It  has  long  been  a  custom  of  mine  to  walk  along 
the  beach  each  morning  before  I  start  to  work.  True,  my  walks 
are  shorter  than  they  used  to  be,  but  that  does  not  lessen  the 
wonder  of  the  sea.  How  mysterious  and  beautiful  is  the  sea! 
how  infinitely  variable!  It  is  never  the  same,  never,  not  for  one 
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moment  to  the  next,  always  in  the  process  of  change,  always 
becoming  something  different  and  new. 


Ninety-five 

Lead  With  the  Left:  My  First  Ninety 'Six  Years  (1981)  by 
Manny  Shinwell  (1884-1986),  British  politician 

The  third  volume  of  Emmanuel  Shinwell’s  autobiography  was  published 
five  years  before  his  death,  at  age  101.  Shinwell  was  bom  in  London  in 
1884,  the  son  of  a  tailor  and  grew  up  there  and  in  Glasgow.  His  social¬ 
ist  convictions  were  established  as  a  young  man — Shinwell  was  elected 
to  the  Glasgow  Trades  Council  in  191 1  and  as  a  Labour  MP  in  1922.  In 
his  long  political  career,  his  positions  included  Minister  of  Fuel  and 
Power,  Minister  of  Defense,  and  chairman  of  the  Parliamentary  Labour 
Party.  Shinwell  became  a  Labour  peer  in  1970  and  continued  to  play  his 
part  in  the  House  of  Lords  into  his  late  nineties. 

We  live  in  a  world  of  constant  change.  I  express  curiosity 
about  the  future,  that  is  understandable.  I  have  always 
wished  to  see  what  was  on  the  other  side  of  the  hill.  On  those 
issues  of  theological  concern,  where  for  centuries  controversy, 
violence,  even  persecution  have  harassed  mankind,  my  tongue 
remains  silent. 

In  periods  of  meditation  I  have  wondered  about  one’s  pur¬ 
pose  in  life.  I  read,  I  listen,  engage  in  conversation,  respect  the 
sincerely  held  beliefs  of  others:  nevertheless,  I  confess  failure  in 
reaching  a  conclusion.  In  this  vast  illimitable  universe,  so 
incomprehensible,  all  one  can  claim  with  limited  mental  appa¬ 
ratus  is  to  reflect  on  the  mystery  of  it  all.  To  quote  on  those 
lines  of  the  poet  Keats: 

then  on  the  shore 

Of  the  wide  world  I  stand  alone,  and  think 
Till  love  and  fame  to  nothingness  do  sink. 

To  have  survived  the  vicissitudes  and  strifes  of  a  long  life, 
frustrations,  moments  of  desperation,  even  tragedy  in  the 
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departure  of  loved  ones,  and  even  though  in  later  periods  of  life 
one  is  accompanied  by  ailments,  solitude  and  other  penalties, 
one  must  be  grateful.  A  long  life  has  enabled  one  to  widen 
experience,  gain  knowledge,  the  preface  to  understanding. 
That  it  is  accompanied  by  periods  of  trauma  when  memory 
overcomes  reason,  I  admit.  So  how  do  I  live  now,  when  in  my 
ninety-sixth  year?  Until  a  few  months  ago  I  alternated  between 
my  typewriter  and  my  kitchen.  Now,  apart  from  attendance  at 
the  House  of  Lords,  a  few  functions — less  now  than  ever — I  am 
engaged  in  the  dictation  of  a  book,  a  task  I  was  reluctant  to 
undertake,  and  have  only  done  so  under  pressure;  more  of  a 
challenge  than  an  adventure. 

When  the  House  of  Lords  terminates  its  proceedings  some 
time  in  the  evening,  but  not  too  late,  I  repair  to  my  flat  and, 
depending  on  the  mood,  devote  myself  as  much  to  the  kitchen 
as  to  the  typewriter.  Indeed,  I  confess  that  I  often  meet  with 
disaster  with  both.  Domestic  help  is  minimal.  I  do  not  mind 
being  alone  and  enjoy  meditation  about  world  problems;  the 
past  and  people  I  have  admired  and  loved,  and  gratitude  for  the 
services  of  experts  in  the  medical  profession;  and  when  faced  by 
periods  of  melancholy  aware  that  one  is  better  off  than  most; 
sometimes  off-colour,  but  try  hard  to  shake  it  off.  If,  when  not 
in  good  form,  I  have  to  make  a  speech  or  ask  a  question  in  the 
Lords  I  feel  much  better.  It  is  stimulating,  even  if  one’s  speech 
is  unacceptable  or  even  ignored. 


One  Hundred 


My  First  Hundred  Years  (1963)  by  Margaret  Murray 
(1863-1963),  English  archaeologist,  Egyptologist,  and  folk¬ 
lorist 

Bom  in  Calcutta,  India,  to  a  British  colonial  family,  Mead  joined  the 
Egyptology  faculty  of  University  College,  London,  at  a  time  when  it 
was  extremely  rare  for  women  to  have  academic  lives.  She  published 
many  volumes  on  Egyptology  as  well  as  studies  of  ancient  witchcraft. 
Mead  retired  from  academic  life  in  1935,  but  continued  her  excavation 
work  in  the  Middle  East  into  later  life.  She  died  very  soon  after  the 
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completion  of  her  autobiography  in  1963.  The  excerpt  included  here  is 
from  the  final  chapter  of  My  First  One  Hundred  Years,  written  when  she 
was  one  hundred  years-old,  and  called  “Still  Looking  Forward.” 

In  all  countries  and  in  all  periods  old  age  has  been  credited  with 
wisdom  bom  of  experience,  and  it  has  always  been  acknowl¬ 
edged  that  to  women  have  been  given  certain  gifts  which  are 
denied  to  men.  Therefore  on  account  of  both  sex  and  age  I  claim 
that  my  opinions  may  be  worth  consideration.  I  claim  that  I  have 
no  more  than  that  gift  which  is  so  identified  with  women  that  it 
is  known  as  “a  woman’s  intuition,”  but  at  the  age  of  one  hundred 
my  consecutive  memory  goes  back  farther  than  the  memory  of  all 
but  a  very  few. 

My  own  personal  recollections  take  me  back  to  the  Franco- 
German  war  of  1870-71,  with  the  downfall  of  France  and  the 
triumph  of  Germany.  This  is  a  period  which  has  now  gone  into 
the  mists  of  historical  research  and  rouses  as  little  interest  as 
the  Battle  of  Crecy.  But  as  an  archaeologist  my  range  of  vision 
is  not  limited  to  my  personal  knowledge  but  extends  even 
beyond  that  of  the  historian  into  that  far  period  when  man 
began  his  first  struggle  upwards.  And  my  special  line  of  research 
has  always  been  in  religion,  in  that  groping  towards  something 
higher  and  better  than  the  human  being.  The  material  evi¬ 
dence  which  remains  is  now  all  that  we  have  to  show  the  men¬ 
tal  and  spiritual  rise  of  the  human  race.  The  material  objects 
show  that  advance  in  material  comfort,  and  if  rightly  judged 
can  show  also  that  imponderable,  intangible  element,  the  spir¬ 
itual  advance  which,  more  than  any  other  element,  has  differ¬ 
entiated  man  from  the  animals. 

I  am  often  asked,  “Do  you  see  much  change  in  the  world 
of  the  present  day  and  the  world  as  you  knew  it  when  you 
were  young?”  “Do  you  think  things  are  better  or  worse  than 
they  were?” 

To  the  first  question  I  should  answer,  “Yes!”  And  I  should  go 
so  far  as  to  quote  the  line  from  that  well-known  hymn, 
“Change  and  decay  in  all  around  I  see,”  for  the  two  things  must 
go  together.  In  this  world  there  is  nothing  permanent,  therefore 
certain  customs  and  beliefs  must  decay  and  fall  out  of  use.  But 
they  are  usually  replaced  by  something  higher  and  better,  and 
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the  loss  of  them  indicates  an  advance.  Decay  is  the  natural 
process  by  which  what  is  useless  and  worn  out  is  so  quietly 
removed  that  its  loss  is  hardly  noticed.  “Change  and  decay  in 
all  around  I  see.”  Yes,  and  I  am  glad  to  see  it. 

In  answer  to  the  second  question,  I  am  definitely  of  opinion 
that  there  is  no  comparison,  the  change  for  the  better  is  so 
great.  At  my  age  I  stand,  as  it  were,  on  a  high  peak  alone.  I  have 
no  contemporaries  with  whom  I  can  exchange  memories  or 
views.  But  that  very  isolation  gives  me  a  less  biased  view  of  that 
vast  panorama  of  human  life  which  is  spread  before  the  eyes  of 
a  centenarian,  still  more  when  those  eyes  are  the  eyes  of  an 
archaeologist.  It  is  true  that  much  of  the  far  distance  is 
shrouded  in  cloud  and  mist,  but  every  here  and  there  the  fog 
thins  a  little  and  one  can  see  clearly  the  advance  of  mankind. 
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